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Abstract 
This study applies uncertainty management theory to reference interactions 
between law librarians and pro se library users. Focus groups were conducted with 
law librarians to obtain data. The results showed that law librarians assisting pro se 
library users experienced uncertainty in multiple and complex forms, arising both 
from interacting with users and from institutional and legal requirements; that they 
appraised uncertainty for its meaning; managed their own uncertainties through 
various techniques; dealt with challenges to managing their uncertainty; and 
attempted to influence the uncertainty of pro se library users. The results also 
highlighted a significant gap between standard reference interaction practices and 
theory and the realities experienced in reference interactions with pro se library 
users.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
For reference librarians employed in law libraries that are accessible by the 
public, any discussion of professional issues will sooner or later turn to the issue of 
lay, or “pro se”, persons using the law library. Law librarians generally express a great 
deal of concern, and often even fear, about pro se law library users and the problems 
they are perceived to create. The literature of law librarianship reflects this concern 
(see, e.g.,  Begg, 1976; Chicco, 1991; Leone, 1980), and raises many questions for 
which there seem to be few clear answers. When viewed properly, uncertainty can be 
seen as a dominant theme throughout the literature on this topic, but this uncertainty 
has never been addressed directly, or investigated as a phenomenon of its own.  
This issue takes place in the context of the law library.  Law libraries are 
specialized collections of legal materials, generally intended for users who are 
educated in law. Pro se library users are generally not considered to be the primary 
clientele of such libraries. Confusion and fear arise when questions asked by pro se 
law library users in their pursuit of legal information require answers that may 
constitute, in whole or in part, a legal opinion by the reference librarian. The law 
regulating the unauthorized practice of law is exceedingly vague, and the rendering of 
any legal opinion or judgment theoretically could be considered as engaging in the 
practice of law. Because answering a reference question could result in giving a legal 
opinion, and because the rendering of a legal opinion can be seen as practicing law, 
law librarians fear that assisting pro se library users could result in being accused of 
engaging in the unauthorized practice of law.  If this is the case, then the rendering of 
legal reference services to pro se library users could conceivably be illegal. This, in 
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turn, could lead to a librarian being prosecuted in some form by state authorities for 
engaging in unauthorized practice of law, or to liability to the pro se library user for 
malpractice or other forms of harm arising from the purported legal advice they 
received.   
The end result of this conundrum is that librarians who deal with pro se library 
users in the law library must manage uncertainty in each reference interaction. These 
uncertainties include whether their activities constitute the illegal practice of law, the 
nature of their ethical obligations to library users, and what the needs and intentions 
of the pro se library users actually are. 
Uncertainty management theory is an interpersonal communication theory 
that provides a valuable construct with which to study the uncertainty experienced by 
law reference librarians when assisting pro se library users. By examining the feelings 
and experiences of law reference librarians through the lens of uncertainty 
management theory, we can achieve a greater understanding of the function of 
uncertainty in interactions between law librarians and pro se library users, identify it 
as a dynamic, and begin to measure specific points at which the careful management 
of uncertainty could improve the outcomes of reference interactions, both for 
librarians and users. 
In this dissertation, I present the results of a study that investigated how law 
reference librarians manage uncertainty when assisting pro se library users. The 
study was performed by conducting focus groups of law reference librarians in which 
pro se library users were the main topic of discussion. This dissertation is divided into 
several chapters. Following this introduction, in the second chapter, I present a 
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review of the law library literature related to pro se library users, reference 
librarianship literature related to mediating complexity at the reference desk, and a 
description of uncertainty management theory. At the end of the chapter, I pose my 
research questions. In the third chapter, I describe the methods used to complete this 
study, including a discussion of how focus groups function as a qualitative research 
method. In chapter four, I present an analysis of the data from five focus groups. In 
chapter five I conclude with a discussion of how uncertainty management theory 
proved to be a useful vehicle for analysis of these interactions. 
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Chapter 2. Pro Se Library Users, Uncertainty Management, and Mediation 
The particular library user group at the center of this study is a group called 
pro se library users. In the American legal system, those who are pursuing their own 
legal interests, including representing themselves in court, are referred to as “pro se”. 
This Latin phrase means “for oneself” and is used as a specific designation for those 
who are pursuing a legal matter without being represented by an attorney. Law 
librarians follow this custom, but broaden it to refer to any layperson doing legal 
research in the law library. 
It is when law librarians interact with pro se library users that they experience 
the forms of uncertainty being examined here. In this chapter, we will look at how law 
librarians perceive pro se library users, and what  uncertainties they present for law 
librarians, as reflected in the literature. We will also explore uncertainty management 
theory, and look at the issue of mediating complexity.  
Pro Se Library Users 
As special libraries, law libraries are usually designed to serve certain specific 
user groups. Those user groups commonly include practicing attorneys, the judiciary, 
law professors conducting research, and law students. These user groups have two 
important qualities in common. The first is that they are experts in law, or are in 
training to be so. The second is that their use of the library is professional in nature, 
meaning they are pursuing some goal other than that of protecting or advancing their 
own personal legal interests (Healey, 1998). 
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Law libraries that are open to the public, either by choice or because of public 
funding or other requirements, will include members of the lay public in their user 
groups. As a user group, members of the lay public generally provide the inverse of 
the qualities discussed above. That is, they are not experts in law, and their use of the 
law library is usually personal, often for the purpose of protecting or advancing their 
own personal legal interests. 
For purposes of the law library there are actually significant distinctions 
between types of lay law library users, and the term “pro se” tends to blur those 
differences in ways that create difficulties for analysis. Laypersons doing legal 
research can be divided into three distinct categories, the characteristics of which are 
important to understanding how law librarians deal with the pro se user issue. 
The first group of pro se law library users are those who are doing research on 
legal topics, but not pursuing their own legal interests. A student writing a paper on 
an important Supreme Court decision, or someone interested in the history of 
jurisprudence are examples of this group. For law librarians, such library users are 
benign in the sense that they bring no real or perceived legal or ethical problems, and 
can generally be treated as any other library user. 
A second group consists of those who are pursuing their own legal interests, 
but are not involved in a court action. Examples include those looking for information 
on writing their own will or on drafting a contract without the assistance of an 
attorney. The legal and ethical issues such library users raise are significant, but 
because they are not currently involved in an active legal dispute, they do not present 
with the urgency that self-represented litigants do. Most law librarians would treat 
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such library users with the same caution that they would treat a self-represented 
litigant. 
The third group of laypersons using the law library are self-represented 
litigants. This group historically has been the focus of discussion on the topic (see, 
e.g., Apsan, 1983;  Brown, 1994; Dunn, 1979; Healey, 1998; Healey 2002; Kirkwood & 
Watts, 1983; Mills, 1979; Moseley, 1995; Protti, 1991; Schanck, 1979). These are 
people who are involved in some sort of active legal action and are trying to pursue or 
protect their own legal interests without an attorney.  
Any lay users pursuing their own legal interests, whether or not they are 
engaged in litigation, can be referred to as  pro se library users, because the 
uncertainties that revolve around serving them are the same. Reference interactions 
with such pro se library users are the primary focus of this study.  
 Issues Raised By Pro Se Library Users 
The literature of law librarianship discusses the problem of pro se library users 
at some length. This literature has revolved around several unanswered, and perhaps 
unanswerable, questions that are raised by the presence of  pro se library users in the 
law library. Debate about these questions has been ongoing since at least the 1970s 
(see, e.g., Mills, 1979; Schanck, 1979). The deep philosophical divide in the profession 
concerning the dangers that pro se library users pose for law librarians is responsible 
for much of the uncertainty that law librarians experience when dealing with them. 
 Many authors feel that the risk of unintentionally engaging in the practice of 
law when dealing with pro se library users is very real, and that library policies should 
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reflect that reality by restricting services offered to  pro se library users (e.g. Brown, 
1994; Kirkwood & Watts, 1983; Mills, 1979; Schanck, 1979). Others feel that such 
concerns should take a back seat to the need to provide full and adequate reference 
service, and to provide some assistance to those who might not otherwise receive it 
(e.g. Apsan, 1983;  Dunn, 1979; Moseley, 1995; Protti, 1991). 
These issues are based on, and arise out of, a set of complex interacting issues. 
These include the unique nature of legal information, the unique role of law libraries, 
the volume of pro se library users in law libraries, librarian perceptions of pro se 
library users, the problem of differentiating legal advice from appropriate reference 
services, and the level of service owed to pro se library users. 
Unique nature of legal information. The problem of pro se library users in the 
law library arises out of the unique nature of law practice and legal information. 
Lawyers are highly trained professionals who are licensed to practice law in a given 
jurisdiction. The tools used by the legal profession to practice law consist of legal 
information, and the ability to analyze and use that information in a legal setting. 
Many people errantly suppose that law school is a process of mastering legal 
information, when in fact legal training is intended to develop and hone legal 
thinking and analytical skills. The heavy reliance on such thinking and analysis 
means that much of the practice of law is not visible to outsiders. This, in turn, can 
lead to the assumption that the only real tools for practicing law are the sources of 
legal information available in the law library. 
Pro se library users can thus approach the law library with a number of 
misapprehensions (Healey, 1998). In addition to being unfamiliar with legal 
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materials, pro se library users often misunderstand essential aspects of law and the 
legal process. The fluid nature of the law often comes as a surprise, including the lack 
of a clear answer to most legal questions. Pro se library users often underestimate the 
skill required for effective representation in almost any legal matter, as well as the 
value of a dispassionate, but fully informed, professional point of view on a legal case. 
This often results in frustration for the pro se library user, a condition that they hope 
the law librarian will help alleviate.  
The nature of law libraries. Most law libraries are designed to provide a 
narrow range of materials to a class of law library users specially educated in using 
them. In addition, law libraries usually are connected to a specific law-related 
institution, such as a law school, law firm, court system, or bar association, and are 
primarily intended to serve members and constituents of the parent institution. 
Those primary users tend to be educated in law, and generally use the library for 
purposes other than protecting their own legal rights. This means that most law 
libraries are simply not set up for easy use by pro se law library users. 
Pro se library users often are looking for materials that will explain legal 
actions and issues in layperson language, and ideally will lead them through the 
process of pursuing their legal interest or problem. Unfortunately, materials that 
perform that function are not present in most law libraries, or are present only in very 
limited amounts. Most of the materials in a law library are designed for use by 
practitioners or legal researchers. These materials are written in professional jargon, 
and assume knowledge of legal concepts. 
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Law library materials can be categorized into two broad categories: research 
materials and practitioner materials. Research materials in law are part of the 
literature of law as an academic discipline. These materials tend to be highly abstract 
and have little, if any, practical use. They would not be useful to a pro se library user. 
Practitioner-oriented  materials are used in the practice of law, and would appear to 
be what pro se library users need. Unfortunately, such materials assume expert 
knowledge of legal concepts and the legal system, making them inscrutable to pro se 
library users.  
As an example of the problem presented by practitioner-related materials, 
most law libraries will have practitioner-oriented form books. It is very common for 
pro se library users to be seeking forms, and so such books would seem to be an ideal 
answer to their information need. The problem is that, while these books provide 
suggested language for various legal needs, including agreements, and litigation 
motions and actions, they do not provide an entire “fill in the blank” form for use. 
Rather, they provide language for each part of a document, but require the user to 
know what sort of document they want to assemble, what elements or sections that 
document needs,  and finally what particular language to choose from a variety of 
alternatives. As enticing as  the idea of a form book sounds to a pro se library user, in 
practice they are often very little help at all. 
Numbers of pro se library users in law libraries. Most law librarians in 
institutions open to the public feel that a significant portion of their users are 
members of the lay public (Begg, 1976). Statistics on pro se use of law libraries are 
hard to come by, but at least one study from the 1970s confirmed that pro se law 
 10 
 
library users were a significant percentage of the users of university law libraries 
(Allen, 1973). Allen’s study concentrated on law school libraries, but found that in 
tax-supported law school libraries in particular an average of twenty percent of users 
were lay people or pro se litigants, and that at some institutions this number was as 
high as forty-eight percent. More recent figures, admittedly based on a very informal 
survey, indicate that members of the public generate between thirty percent and 
seventy percent of reference questions at public law libraries in major metropolitan 
areas (Fitz-Gerald, 2003, p. 55).  
There is no question that the high number of people proceeding pro se in legal 
actions is very real. Unfortunately, although pro se representation is a national issue, 
statistics on it are frustratingly hard to come by. The National Center for State Courts 
has produced a web page that collects what statistical reports are available for state 
courts on pro se representation, but the offerings are far from complete (Herman, 
2006).  Some figures from individual states include: 
California: In 2004, over 4.3 million court users were self-represented in 
California courts. For family law cases, 67 percent of petitioners at filing (72 percent 
in the largest counties) were self-represented and 80 percent of petitioners at 
disposition hearings for dissolution cases were self-represented.   
Florida: In 2001, 73 percent of court hearings involved at least one pro se 
participant, up from 66 percent in 1999. 
Iowa: In 2005, a random survey of a week of district court schedules in one 
county showed that 58 percent of cases set for trial that week involved at least one pro 
se party. 
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New Hampshire: In 2004, one party was pro se in 85 percent of all civil cases 
in the district court and 48 percent of all civil cases in the superior court. 
Utah:  In divorce cases, 49 percent of petitioners and 81 percent of 
respondents are self-represented. For small-claims cases, 99 percent  of petitioners 
and 99 percent  of respondents are self-represented. Seven percent of pro se litigants 
in Utah reported using a law library for assistance (Herman, 2006). 
Wisconsin: In 2000, as many as 70 percent of family cases involved litigants 
who represent themselves in court.  There was an increase in pro se litigants in family 
law cases from 1996 (43 percent) to 1999 (53 percent) in the Tenth Judicial 
Administrative District, and an increase in pro se litigants in family law cases from 
1996 (69 percent) to 1999 (72 percent) in the First Judicial Administrative District.      
Authors writing in legal journals provide similar figures for state court 
litigation. According to McEnroe (1996), 88 percent of litigants in Washington, D.C., 
family court are proceeding pro se, as are 60 percent in Santa Monica, California (an 
increase from thirty percent five years earlier). In Hennepin County, Minnesota (the 
county containing Minneapolis), over 30,000 people a year represent themselves in 
Conciliation Court (McEnroe, 1996).   
The volume of cases in the Federal courts is less than those of the state courts, 
but at the Federal level pro se litigation is also a significant issue. The most current 
statistical report from the Federal Courts indicated that  of a total of 224,093 district 
court case filings, 71,453 pro se cases were filed during the 12-Month Period Ending 
September 30, 2009, compared to 204,854 non-pro se cases (Administrative Office of 
the U.S. Courts, 2009). This means that pro se cases constituted 34 percent of cases 
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filed in the Federal courts in 2009.  Of the pro se cases filed during that period, 
48,722 were filed by prisoners, and 22,821 were filed by non prisoners. Non-prisoner 
pro se filings thus constituted about 11 percent of Federal court filings. In addition, 
there were 27,805  pro se appeals filed during 2009 (Administrative Office of the U.S. 
Courts, 2009). This constitutes 48 percent of the 57,740 appeals filed in the Federal 
Courts in 2009 (Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts, 2009).  
By comparison, the 2005 report on the Federal courts indicated that  of a total 
of 253,273 district court case filings, 76,314 pro se cases were filed during the 12-
Month Period Ending September 30, 2005, compared to 176,959 non-pro se cases 
(Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts, 2005). This means that pro se cases 
constituted 30 percent of cases filed in the Federal courts in 2005.  Of the pro se cases 
filed during that period, 55,543 were filed by prisoners, and 20, 861 were filed by non 
prisoners. Non-prisoner pro se filings thus constituted about eight percent of Federal 
court filings that year. Note that, while overall figures are down, non-prisoner pro se 
filings are up, both in raw numbers, and as a percentage of filings. 
These statistics only track the pro se status of the person filing the petition, 
and not that of other parties to the action. For this reason, the actual incidence of pro 
se representation in the Federal courts may be higher than the statistics indicate. 
With such numbers, it is only logical to assume that pro se litigants are coming to law 
libraries for information and assistance.  
Librarian views of pro se library users. The general view of the pro se law 
library user in the law library literature is neither complimentary nor welcoming. The 
pro se library user has been referred to as ignorant in law and in general, and 
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proceeding pro se has been referred to as comparable to self surgery (Begg, 1976). 
Brown (1994) said that pro se library users are “seeking legal advice” and are 
“unaware of the fundamental differences between the services of an attorney and the 
services of a librarian” (p. 32). 
Pro se library users are seen as presenting a variety of problems for the law 
reference librarian. It has been pointed out (Begg, 1976) that pro se library users tend 
to dominate the reference librarian's time, requiring instruction in legal bibliography 
and direction concerning the collection, and then demanding interpretation of the 
materials they find. As additional users of the library, they place demands on library 
resources, including books and library seating, as well as presenting a threat for the 
theft of materials (Begg, 1976). 
One of the feelings expressed in the literature is that the lay public will confuse 
a law librarian with a practicing lawyer (Brown, 1994). Because of this some have 
argued that legal information is more appropriately dispensed by public libraries, 
partly in the idea that pro se library users in a public library will be less likely to 
regard the librarian as a subject expert in law (Mills, 1980). In contrast, other authors 
question whether pro se library users, even when they see law librarians as subject 
experts in law, actually confuse this with being a lawyer, and contend that pro se 
library users in a law library are seeking reference help, not legal advice, and know 
the difference between the two (Moseley, 1995). 
Reference service or legal advice? Perceptions of where the line is between 
reference assistance and legal advice are not at all uniform. Indeed, the argument has 
been made that almost any reference interaction involving legal materials is, in some 
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sense, practicing law (Mills, 1979). Schanck (1979) said that suggesting a book, index 
terms, or a source might all be activities that constitute interpretation of the law. 
Those who take this view worry that reference interviews can lead to unintentionally 
dispensing legal advice (Brown, 1994), and that any difference between legal 
reference service and legal advice is a fallacy (Protti, 1991). Mills (1979) raised the 
possibility that there might be an implied attorney-client relationship at the reference 
desk through the concept of agency, or that an attorney-librarian might be held to an 
attorney-client relationship with pro se library users and liability could result.  
Levels of service. Many authors discuss the level of service, if any, that should 
be provided to pro se library users. Some take a liberal approach. Mills (1979) said 
that law librarians are unlikely targets for enforcement even if they are giving advice. 
Moseley (1995) pointed out that, in spite of any inadvertent legal advice from the 
reference librarian, the relevance and subsequent use of the materials found rests 
with the user, and that law librarians need not provide other lawyerly functions such 
as advising, advocating and representing. He believes that legal reference can be 
differentiated from the practice of law by avoiding the performance of legal services 
for a third party, and that law librarians supplying legal reference services are not 
performing lawyerly functions. Moseley questioned whether pro se library users, even 
when they see law librarians as subject experts in law, actually confuse this with being 
a lawyer. Similarly, Leone (1980)  is of the opinion that law librarians are not 
overstepping the bounds of unauthorized practice in their normal duties, and that 
authorities concede much greater latitude than librarians realize.  
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Leone (1980) also raised the issue of whether pro se library users in fact have 
an affirmative right to legal assistance from law librarians. Commenting on Bounds v. 
Smith, (430 U.S. 817 (1977)), which holds that access to a law library is a necessary 
part of a prisoner's access to the courts, he asks rhetorically “[c]an it be that the Court 
realistically intended to give greater rights to the incarcerated than to law abiding 
citizens intent on asserting their rights?” (Leone, 1980, p. 51)  The logic of Leone's 
argument seems to be that, because prisoners enjoy fewer rights than other citizens, 
any right enjoyed by a prisoner must also adhere to others. In fact, the limited right 
that prisoners have to access to a law library and the assistance of a law librarian is 
based specifically on the fact that a prisoner’s right to liberty is restricted during 
incarceration, and that therefore the right to apply for a writ of habeas corpus must 
be protected. Similarly, the right to counsel given a defendant in a criminal action 
flows from the threat that such an action creates to the defendant’s liberty. It does not 
logically follow that such rights also adhere to pro se litigants whose liberty is not 
threatened or compromised. 
Instead of considering where the limits are to what can be provided, Kirkwood 
and Watts (1983) wondered where the obligation comes from to provide information 
at all. They say that duties to provide information can arise from contract (i.e., an 
express or implied contract to serve certain users), ethics (which they say is a 
nebulous concept), and as a matter of law (of which they say there is little except for 
that pertaining to prisoners). Such analysis results in service being focused on the 
primary, knowledgeable users of the library, with less service to secondary users and 
almost no service to pro se library users. 
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In Kirkwood and Watts’ (1983) view, a reference librarian must be prepared to 
control the flow of information to a user, “turning it on and off like a spigot” (pp. 68-
69). They say that legal protection of the librarian demands service be graduated and 
tailored to the status of the person, and that ethical limitations on the delivery of 
information to users exist because of the potential for harm. Kirkwood and Watts 
(1983) felt that, as a general rule, pro se law library users should be warned off. They 
should not be helped at all if they admit to having an attorney, and should not be 
believed if they claim they do not. 
Brown (1994) said that in serving pro se law library users, librarians can avoid 
the unauthorized practice of law if they limit pointing out materials or finding a cite. 
On the other hand, they can do research for attorneys. Kirkwood and Watts (1983) 
said that law librarians cannot “hide the law” but should not be “spreading the word” 
(p. 69). Leone (1980) said that law librarians are not limited to handing out books, 
but can also suggest topics. He advised librarians to “[d]ivulge all you can without 
violating the principles of exercising judgment on the [pro se library user’s] issue” (p. 
54). 
Uncertainty And Law Library Reference Interactions 
Although the term is not often used directly, the dominant theme in law library 
literature about pro se library users is uncertainty. Librarians experience uncertainty 
about the possibility of liability for reference activities in general (Healey, 1995) and 
law librarians experience specific uncertainties concerning pro se library users. Law 
librarian uncertainty can be seen as a complex interaction of uncertainties about the 
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risk of unauthorized practice of law, the potential for liability to pro se library users 
for actions taken at the reference desk, and questions about the ethics of assisting 
those who are representing themselves in court (Healey, 1998). Uncertainty about the 
ability of a pro se library user to understand and use legal materials can also play a 
role. Because of this web of issues, it can be posited that law librarians who interact 
with pro se library users live with and manage large amounts of uncertainty in the 
course of their work.  
To understand and explore this phenomenon, it is necessary to understand the 
concept of uncertainty, as well as uncertainty management theory and its 
implications for how law librarians perceive and react to their pro se library users. 
Uncertainty and Information 
Uncertainty remains a basic concept in considering information, both as a 
starting point for searching, and as an expression of an information need (Case, 
2007). Uncertainty on the part of library users is a given, and is the basic premise on 
which many library services are based. Describing the reference interaction as a 
source of uncertainty for librarians takes this idea in a new direction. The acute issues 
facing law librarians who are assisting pro se library users raise uncertainty issues to 
a central position in the interaction.  
In reference interactions with  pro se library users, law librarians can be 
expected to engage in uncertainty related behavior in their efforts to manage their 
own uncertainty about pro se library users. At the same time, the very people who 
cause them uncertainty are coming to law librarians in search of information to deal 
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with their uncertainty about law and legal issues. The result is that while law 
librarians can be seen as information seekers in the face of their own uncertainty, 
they are also dealing professionally with the uncertainty-based information seeking of 
others. 
A Theoretical View of Uncertainty  
According to Brashers (2001), uncertainty can be seen as a perceptual state 
that all humans appear to experience at one time or another. He noted that 
uncertainty exists when details of situations are ambiguous, complex, unpredictable 
or probabilistic; when information is unavailable or inconsistent; and when people 
feel insecure in their own state of knowledge. Uncertainty is experienced and has 
been studied in chronic and acute illness, medical decision-making, organizational 
communication, and interpersonal communication.  
Like many common terms applied to a specific phenomenon, uncertainty has 
been a catchall term (Atkinson, 1995).  Because uncertainty is perceptual in nature, it 
cannot be measured externally. As such, a person who believes himself or herself to 
be uncertain is uncertain. As a perceptual phenomenon, uncertainty is multilayered, 
interconnected, and temporal (Brashers, 2001). According to Babrow (2001), 
dimensions of uncertainty include the complexity of the object, qualities of 
information, probabilistic formulations, structuring information, and lay 
epistemology.  
Uncertainty reduction.  Scholars have attempted to understand uncertainty in 
a number of ways. One of the most popular approaches has been to assume that 
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uncertainty is undesirable, or at least uncomfortable, and therefore to assume that 
people seek to reduce uncertainty. In its formal guise, uncertainty reduction theory  
posits that there is a human drive to reduce uncertainty (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). 
In this view, uncertainty is seen negatively—as an undesirable state that people strive 
to eliminate. By this logic a greater number of perceived alternatives should lead to 
greater uncertainty and a stronger drive to reduce uncertainty (Bradac, 2001). In 
fields other than communication, those who have worked with or theorized about 
uncertainty have usually taken this reductionist approach. For example, in library 
science Kuhlthau (2004) has posited an uncertainty principle (discussed below) that 
sees uncertainty as a persistent unpleasant state associated with anxiety and 
discomfort and as something to be reduced. 
While uncertainty reduction has a certain intuitive appeal as a theory, 
uncertainty reduction theory has been increasingly criticized. For example, Bradac 
(2001) said that uncertainty reduction theory is simple but lacks the ability to model 
unusual multifaceted communication situations. More recent views of the concept 
have moved from looking simply at reducing uncertainty to one of uncertainty 
management.  
Uncertainty management. Uncertainty management theory arose out of 
uncertainty reduction theory. It challenges the assumption that uncertainty is always 
something undesirable and changes the scope of the theory. In the view of 
uncertainty management theory, uncertainty reduction theory is seen as a narrow 
conceptualization and “reducing uncertainty” is only one of an indefinite number of 
possible responses to uncertainty. Sometimes uncertainty allows people to maintain 
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hope or optimism (Brashers, 2001). The reality is that people may use uncertainty as 
a tool or resource, and uncertainty may be cultivated rather than eradicated, 
especially when increasing probability is associated with increasing threat. For 
example, a diagnosis of an untreatable terminal illness might cause the patient to 
seek out alternative treatments and therapies as ways of challenging the finality of the 
diagnosis and increasing the uncertainty of the outcome of the illness. When 
likelihood of negative outcome is high or positive outcome is low, people will increase 
their uncertainty. Similarly, people may avoid information to maintain uncertainty or 
seek uncertainty-increasing information (Bradac, 2001; Brashers et al., 2000). 
Uncertainty is a complex phenomenon that unfolds and changes over time. 
Uncertainty management efforts can lead to new or unexpected changes in 
uncertainty. Uncertainty management can involve “meta-appraisal” of the 
uncertainty management process (Brashers et. al., 2000). Uncertainty management 
also can involve both seeking and avoiding information. Information can be used to 
manipulate uncertainty in a desired direction. It can add knowledge to confirm or 
disconfirm a person’s current state of beliefs, discriminate options, and develop 
meanings. Uncertainty can be increased by contradicting beliefs (Brashers, 2001). 
Most examinations of uncertainty focused on managing uncertainty as a 
personal phenomenon, meaning that they looked at individuals managing their own 
uncertainty, or at others directly helping another manage their uncertainty. Brashers 
(2001) found that people also manage and manipulate the uncertainty of others. 
Citing examples of physicians who wish to insulate patients from distressing news, 
organizations trying to manage their public image, and supportive friends offering 
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unsolicited information and advice, Brashers (2001) makes the point that uncertainty 
management efforts can be adapted to influence others. This attempt to influence the 
uncertainty of others can be without their cooperation or even knowledge.   
As a result, uncertainty management can be seen as attempts to reduce, 
increase, or maintain uncertainty. People also manage and manipulate the 
uncertainty of others. Uncertainty management must itself be managed. Doing so 
requires a variety of personal, communication and coping skills.  
 Appraisal of uncertainty.  Appraisal of uncertainty is an important aspect of 
uncertainty management (Brashers & Hogan, 2008). As a cognitive function, 
appraisal is a process of categorizing an encounter with regard to its significance, 
particularly for well-being (Lazarus & Folkman 1984).  Uncertainty can be appraised 
in a number of ways. Appraisals of uncertainty can be negative, meaning the 
uncertainty is a source of anxiety or fear, and they can be positive, in the sense that 
uncertainty presents an opportunity or source of hope (Brashers & Hogan, 2008). 
In the case of negative uncertainty appraisal, in which uncertainty is seen as 
presenting some form of danger, persons will seek in many cases to reduce 
uncertainty, because the uncertainty itself is seen as a source of danger. When 
uncertainty creates opportunities, people may avoid information that would reduce 
uncertainty, or seek further information that will increase uncertainty. In such a case, 
the uncertainty itself has a positive value (Brashers & Hogan, 2008). 
Another possibility is a neutral appraisal of uncertainty. In this case 
uncertainty is present, but is not seen as an important factor in the emotional 
landscape. The uncertainty may be in relation to a situation in which the person feels 
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they can cope regardless of the outcome, or may be about an issue or topic that is not 
seen as relevant or important (Brashers & Hogan, 2008).  
Chronic uncertainty.  Uncertainty can be chronic, in the sense that the source 
of uncertainty is constantly present and the uncertainty it presents cannot be 
definitively resolved. It is possible to adapt to chronic uncertainty. According to 
Brashers (2001), accepting uncertainty is an adaptive mechanism. He argued that 
there are a number of ways to achieve this. Bounded emotionality in organizations 
includes tolerance for ambiguity. Adapting can involve redefining tasks, and people 
can also make plans through uncertainty by inference and through heuristics. Finally, 
people can build a “cocoon of certainty.”  
Using Communication To Manage Uncertainty 
Communication is central to the construction, management, and resolution of 
uncertainty. As discussed above, the act of making appraisals also plays a role in 
managing uncertainty. Individuals appraise uncertainty for its meaning. A perception 
of danger can lead to feelings of anxiety or distress, whereas perceptions of 
opportunity can lead to feelings of hope or optimism. When uncertainty is appraised 
as dangerous, people engage in information seeking and vigilance.  Such information 
seeking can be active or passive. In other words, when uncertainty is seen as 
dangerous people either actively search for information to resolve their uncertainty, 
or passively maintain vigilance for such information when and if it appears. 
Conversely, when uncertainty is seen as an opportunity an individual can use 
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information avoidance to maintain uncertainty, or information seeking to increase 
uncertainty (Brashers et. al., 2000). 
Kuhlthau’s uncertainty principle. One scholar in the library and information 
science field has used the concept of uncertainty as a central factor in seeking 
information. Kuhlthau (2004) saw uncertainty as a persistent unpleasant state 
associated with anxiety and discomfort and as something to be reduced. In her view, 
uncertainty due to a lack of understanding is what initiates the process of information 
seeking. She saw information seeking as a process of construction that addresses the 
common experience of uncertainty and anxiety. Within this context, Kuhlthau saw 
uncertainty as a persistent state that describes and shapes the way that the process of 
information seeking is commonly experienced.  
Kuhlthau (2004) also has developed an uncertainty principle that she relates 
to library and information services. Uncertainty is expected in the early stages of the 
information-search process. The affective symptoms of uncertainty, confusion, and 
frustration are associated with vague, unclear thoughts about a topic or question. As 
knowledge states shift to more clearly focused thoughts, a parallel shift occurs in 
feelings of increased confidence. Uncertainty due to a lack of understanding, or a 
limited construction, initiates the process of information seeking.  
It is worth mentioning that Kuhlthau proposed a number of corollaries to 
accompany her uncertainty principle. It is not necessary to describe them all here, 
however, it is important to understand that Kuhlthau’s uncertainty principle and 
corollaries propose a theoretical view of users in their search for information. In this 
process, uncertainty is characterized by vague thoughts, anxious feelings, and 
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exploratory actions. Understanding is characterized by clear thoughts, confident 
feelings, and documentary actions. Kuhlthau proposed the uncertainty principle as a 
basis for mediation in the process of learning from access to information, thereby 
enabling users to move from uncertainty to understanding (Kuhlthau, 2004). 
Kuhlthau’s work addresses the experience of uncertainty in information 
searching, and may well be a useful approach to understanding the behavior of pro se 
library users as they attempt to find, understand, and use information about the law. 
Her work is not as useful for looking at uncertainty as it is experienced by law 
librarians when they assist pro se library users. For one thing, her approach to 
uncertainty only contemplates the reduction of uncertainty as an information need is 
identified and satisfied. She does not approach uncertainty as the complex 
management phenomenon described by Brashers and others. In addition, her models 
and theories operate on “the other side of the reference desk” and are intended to 
represent the experiences of the library user, not library professionals. 
Mediating Complexity In Reference Interactions 
When reference librarians must assist library pro se patrons with a legal 
question, the process is usually not as neat and simple as handing them a book. Legal 
reference is generally not ready reference, where a library user seeks a simple fact or 
statistic. Although pro se library users may think that they are asking a question with 
a set answer, they are inevitably not. The needs of the user may be specific, such as 
needing to file a particular motion, but there is rarely simply a form that can be filled 
out or a recipe to follow to accomplish this task. 
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Instead, when faced with legal questions posed by non-lawyer library users, 
the law librarian often must attempt to mediate between the user and the very 
complex and technical legal tools at her disposal. To help users, librarians must not 
just educate them about legal information tools, but also about the legal concepts 
involved and often about the nature of legal processes. This process of mediating 
complexity is something that law reference librarians face routinely when assisting 
pro se library users. It is not, however, something that librarians are trained to do.  
A hypothetical, but realistic, example might help illustrate the problem. A man 
approaches the reference desk of an academic law library. He explains to the 
reference librarian that he has been served with a petition for divorce. He knows from 
the petition that he must file something called an “answer” with the court within a 
certain period of time or he will lose his rights. He also wants to object to some of the 
allegations made in the divorce petition, ask for custody of the children, get certain 
pieces of property from his wife, and get her to assume some of their debts. He 
assumes that there is a form that he can fill out to request all these things, and so his 
reference question is simply to request the appropriate form.  
The reference librarian, who is also a lawyer, knows the divorce process and 
understands immediately that what the user will need to draft and file with the court 
is not a filled out form, but a series of motions and documents that will document his 
requests and preserve his rights. In addition, there are important tactical issues that 
must be considered because of their impact on the case.  
In fact,  users of average intelligence and education can find their way through 
such a legal process, providing they somehow get some basic instruction in how law 
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works, what their options are in specific legal situations, and what processes and 
requirements must be handled. This means that, although there is an element of 
bibliographic instruction involved in reference interactions with pro se library users, 
the key issue is one of helping users understand law and legal procedure itself, and to 
do so in the moment during the reference interview. In a way that is perhaps unique 
to law, users must not only be acquainted with legal information tools, but come to 
understand the functioning of legal procedure and the amorphous nature of law as a 
topic, all during the course of a reference interaction. 
In this situation, law librarians can be seen as mediating between the library 
user and not just the materials, but the topic as well. This mediation is greatly 
complicated by the need to avoid giving legal advice. The problem is that while law 
librarians are trying to do something different than simply reference or bibliographic 
instruction, there is little or no literature on what that is, and no training to be had on 
how to do it.  
Mediation In The Library Literature 
Mediation is a slippery word. As used here it indicates taking a role that 
intercedes between library users and the body of knowledge that they are trying to 
use. In particular, the point at which a librarian uses specific knowledge of a subject 
itself to educate users so that they can use the information being supplied in response 
to their query. This is a step beyond bibliographic instruction, which is instruction in 
the use of library resources but not in the specific subjects addressed by those 
resources. The library literature does not include instances of the term “mediation” 
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being used in this sense. Indeed, I did not find any literature, even from the literature 
specific to law librarianship, that really addresses this concept. The literature I found 
restricted itself to fairly standard approaches to reference and bibliographic 
instruction (BI).  
Mediation as appropriate assistance. There is a basic schism of philosophy 
among reference librarians about the proper role of reference services that might be 
described as a conflict between the “teach them to fish” and “give them the fish” 
philosophies. The question is whether finding the information users request is more 
appropriate than using the opportunity to teach users to be self-sufficient in the 
future. The poles of this debate have even been aligned along “conservative” and 
“liberal” lines (Fritch & Mandernack, 2001). Under this rubric, the conservative 
theory of reference is to teach people to find information for themselves, and serve 
the maximum number of users by spending little time with each one. The liberal 
theory values thorough and scholarly reference service for each user. 
Reference perceptions. From the librarian perspective this literature leads us 
into the issue of reference accuracy, the reference interview, and ultimately 
bibliographic instruction. Reference accuracy is a difficult topic. Although it can be 
ascertained to an extent with fact-based queries or ready reference (Hagle, 1992), it is 
much harder to determine in relation to more complex questions. In addition, as 
Isaacson (2004) pointed out, there is often a schism between pleasing the user and 
finding the right answer.  This points out the problem that reference librarians and 
users are often under different understandings, if not at cross-purposes, at what is or 
should be happening in the reference interaction. Radford (1996) found that library 
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users focus on interpersonal relationships, whereas librarians focus on content issues 
as well as interpersonal issues. She saw the reference encounter as the “human 
interface between the library’s knowledge and library user’s need for information” 
(Radford, 1996, p. 123). She pointed out that the emphasis on “correctness” focuses 
librarians on the quality of information exchange rather than interpersonal qualities 
and thus creates the often stern and forbidding quality of libraries. 
At least one author has applied the concept of mediation to the reference 
interaction, although without really describing how the task is done. Hicks (1992) felt 
that procedures must be developed that will allow librarians to mediate between a 
user’s expectations and the potentials of the library’s resources. He uses this 
approach to raise the issue of focusing on patron success, rather than reference 
accuracy. This often boils down to the nature of the relationship between the librarian 
and the user. He feels that reference librarianship should be goal oriented rather than 
task oriented, with the goal being patron success. In such a case the patrons’ 
perception of success is the defining factor (Hicks, 1992). 
Hicks’ approach raises interesting questions for law librarians. Although it is 
easy, and perhaps appropriate, to define success as a perception thereof for many 
library users, the same may not be true for law library pro se patrons. Often these 
users will be taking the product of their research into court and using it to defend 
their legal interests. In such a case, the simple perception of success on the user’s part 
is not adequate if it does not conform to the cold hard realities of the law. The 
obligations of a law librarian in such circumstances are very hard to pin down, but 
such an approach certainly raises ethical issues (Healey, 1995, 1998). 
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 Bibliographic instruction.  Much of the bibliographic instruction literature 
relates to academic libraries and students. The literature addresses such issues as 
applying schemata theory to helping users understand materials (Doyle-Wilch & 
Miller, 1992), and modeling searching behaviors in order to teach bibliographic 
instruction while answering questions (Beck & Turner, 2001). Underlying the 
“bibliographic instruction at the reference desk” issue is a basic debate about whether 
it is preferable to provide full reference service or use the reference interaction as a 
chance to engage in bibliographic instruction (Grogan, 1992).   
Of those who believe that reference interactions are a prime opportunity for 
bibliographic instruction, some thought has been given to effective pedagogy during 
reference interactions. Elmborg (2002) criticized common approaches to teaching at 
the desk because they rely on cognitive and educational psychology, emphasizing the 
cognitive state of the user rather than the organizational and conceptual structures of 
the library. Elmborg said that this emphasis on learning process over subject matter 
requires more knowledge and diagnosis of the user than is possible at the reference 
desk. Current reference practices take control away from the user. A better approach 
would be to ask questions and let the user explore, rather than fostering dependence 
through a standard reference interview (Elmborg, 2002). 
Other definitions of mediation. Hafner and Camarigg (1992) explored a 
number of the meanings for mediation in the library setting. They say that a mediator 
is someone who reconciles differences or conveys something, such as information. 
They see librarians as mediators because they are custodians of property, manage 
collections, serve as gatekeepers, regulate collections, and preserve the past. By 
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defining mediation as the process of arriving at a solution, they come to the 
conclusion that every act of a librarian is mediation. Hafner and Camarigg include in 
their definition of mediation the idea that librarians play an intermediary role 
between questions and their answers, and between the client and the collection. This 
meaning, however, remains at the level of typical reference service and bibliographic 
instruction activities. 
Other uses of the term “mediation” in the literature are farther afield from the 
use under consideration here. Moran (1992) discussed the role that librarians should 
take as mediators in scholarly controversy and peer review. Budd (1996) was 
concerned with making information more accessible. He focused on the complexities 
involved in finding the right information, not on explaining the information itself to 
the user. Other articles concern themselves with user interfaces for library systems 
(e.g. Cool et al., 1996). The result of all this is that the term mediation itself did not 
lead to literature that addressed the concept under study. 
Other Approaches To Mediation Functions 
There are other theoretical approaches to functional mediation in the library 
literature that don’t label themselves as such, but pursue a mediation function. Some 
of these take a close look at various ways that librarians can intermediate during a 
user’s search, whereas others propose a formal structure for such intermediation. Of 
particular interest here are knowledge counseling, knowledge matching, sense-
making, and Kuhlthau’s theory of mediation. 
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Knowledge Counseling. Part of the problem posed by the process of mediating 
complexity for users is that it does not clearly fall along either the conservative or the 
liberal branches of the philosophical reference argument, or even somewhere along 
the continuum. One of the closest comparable approaches in the literature is that of 
knowledge counseling, as described by Debons et al. (2000). In their work, the 
authors propose a professional service aimed at helping individuals deal with “the 
information and knowledge resources that are essential to their life’s tasks and 
objectives” (Debons et al., 2000, p. 459). 
In the knowledge counseling process, the professional is concerned with 
diagnosing the cognitive level demanded by the client’s task and prescribing a range 
of information resources or products that will allow the client to achieve their goal. 
Doing this involves three functions: Diagnosing the client’s need, prescribing the 
appropriate tools or resources, and evaluating whether the client’s needs were met 
(Debons et al., 2000). Such a highly formalized process is not really possible in the 
course of a casual reference interaction.  
Debons et al. (2000) conceived of a process in which clients are passed 
through a fairly exhaustive set of processes with ample time to diagnose and evaluate. 
Law reference librarians, on the other hand, may be diagnosing and prescribing as 
they assist pro se library users, but all of these processes must take place on the fly 
and with incomplete information about the user. Evaluation is scanty, if possible at 
all. A final consideration is that the process described above, with its diagnosing, 
prescribing, and evaluating, could function as a description of the practice of law 
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itself, and if utilized with pro se library users would almost certainly be considered 
legal advice. 
Although the formal model of knowledge counseling may not work as a 
representation of mediating complexity at the reference desk, clearly the functions 
performed are there in some form. In addition, the approach of Debons et al. is 
founded on the idea that there be an intermediary function between the user and the 
library. This approach means that knowledge counseling “represents a partnership 
between the tasks of the reference librarian and the more personalistic and analytic 
dimensions of achieving intellectual or cognitive command of the resources required” 
(Debons et al., 2000, pp. 469-470). Clearly this is close to what law reference 
librarians are trying to achieve when mediating complexity for their pro se library 
users. 
Knowledge matching. Other authors have questioned whether a neutral stance 
on the nature of reference resources is in fact useful. Dilevko and Grewal (1998) 
raised the issue of whether a reference librarian can be a “quality filter” along the 
lines of a special librarian. They worry about the need to instill critical thinking in 
relation to reference sources along with raising media literacy so that users can detect 
bias. 
Some authors have addressed the issue of matching conceptual knowledge 
between the user and the librarian. Ingwersen and Kase (1980) said that a user’s 
search depends on the coincidence of the user’s and the librarian’s conceptual 
knowledge. Ingwersen and Kase described “episodic” knowledge as private 
knowledge possessed by an individual, whereas “semantic” knowledge is more formal 
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and derived from education. The librarian’s task is to match the user’s conceptual 
knowledge with the knowledge structures implanted in the documents consulted. 
Although this is a closer description of the process being investigated here, Ingwersen 
and Kase look at the phenomenon from an opposite perspective: rather than looking 
at a subject expert librarian trying to explain the semantic knowledge of a topic to a 
user, they assume that the librarian has little or no subject knowledge and regularly 
handles subject-related questions outside their sphere of knowledge. 
The topic of non-expert librarians handling technical information is fairly well 
addressed in the literature. The basic conclusion seems to be that a non-specialist 
librarian can do fine in a subject library by relying on basic librarian skills (Morris-
Knower, 2001). Once again though, the situation is opposite from that under 
investigation here, and in fact assumes that the user is highly knowledgeable about a 
subject while the librarian is not. 
Sense-making. Another approach is that of sense-making. Largely credited as 
the work of Brenda Dervin, sense-making implies that people attempt to make sense 
of the world by filling information gaps (Dervin, 1983). Sense-making is considered a 
major contribution to information-seeking theory and has been seen as a paradigm, 
and a bridge between substantive theory and metatheory (Case, 2007).  
Dervin (1976) began by criticizing what she referred to as “dubious 
assumptions” about information seeking. Her point in doing so was to define 
everyday information seeking as a task separate and distinct from the task specific 
and highly contextualized information needs of formal areas such as business or 
science (Case, 2007). 
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Dervin (1992) saw information as something that does not exist apart from 
human behavioral activity, but as something that is created by humans at a particular 
time. According to Case (2007), Dervin posited three types of information, based on 
the work of philosopher Karl Popper. These are objective, external information; 
subjective, internal information; and sense-making information. It is sense-making 
that allows us to move between internal and the external (Case 2007). 
Sense-making does much to explain how people will go about the task of 
finding and using information in everyday life, and could well be used to study some 
of the information seeking activities of those who come to the law library seeking 
assistance. However, sense-making does not provide us with a particular tool with 
which to examine the process of mediating between complex formal information and 
everyday information needs. 
Kuhlthau’s theory of mediation. Kuhlthau (2004) made extensive use of the 
term mediation, and does so in a manner that is, in many ways, closer to the 
phenomenon that is under consideration here. According to Kuhlthau, “[t]he term 
mediator, rather than intermediary, is used for human intervention to assist 
information seeking and learning from information access and use.[…]A 
mediator…implies a person who assists, guides, enables, and otherwise intervenes in 
another person’s information search process” (Kuhlthau, 2004, p. 107). 
Kuhlthau has delineated various levels of mediation that take place at the 
reference desk. Although one suspects that these levels are a bit linear in scope and 
rigidly defined, they still offer some interesting parallels and points of reference for 
this topic. Kuhlthau (2004) identified five levels of mediation: Organizer, locator, 
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identifier, advisor, and counselor. Of these, the locator, advisor, and counselor levels 
bear a closer look.  
The locator level is significant because it is a good definition both of what pro 
se library users think they will find at the reference desk, and what most law 
librarians would like to do when dealing with pro se library users. According to 
Kuhlthau, “ [t]he principle underlying this type of mediation is that there is a right 
answer and a single right source that will match the user’s question” (Kuhlthau, 
2004, p. 116). This ready-reference approach is what most pro se library users 
imagine the answer to their information need will be; a form to fill out or simple 
directions to follow. It is this misunderstanding that is the first part of the problem of 
mediation that law librarians face. From the law librarian’s perspective, the locator 
level of mediation is the only one that matches what feels safe to them from a liability 
and ethical perspective. In other words, being able to point pro se library users to a 
particular source and let them work with it is an ideal outcome. Indeed, many law 
librarians try very hard to do just that, regardless of how well it fits the pro se library 
user’s information needs. 
Kuhlthau’s advisor and counselor levels of mediation strike closer to the idea 
of educating users about subject matter so that they can pursue their information 
needs. Even so, Kuhlthau’s approach is firmly rooted in the process side of the 
equation, rather than the substantive side. Kuhlthau described the advisor as 
someone who works with people who will be dealing with an issue over a period of 
time, and not only recommends sources, but also recommends a sequence for using 
the sources (Kuhlthau, 2004). This approach would be highly effective in dealing with 
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pro se library users if law reference librarians felt comfortable engaging in such a 
prescriptive role. Unfortunately, most law librarians feel strongly that such an 
approach would constitute the practice of law because such guidance on both sources 
and sequence of use would entail giving legal advice (Brown, 1994; Kirkwood & 
Watts, 1983; Mills, 1979; Schanck, 1979). 
At the counselor level, according to Kuhlthau (2004), the librarian intervenes 
in the process of the user. At this level, the user and the librarian enter into a dialogue 
over time. Although the counselor level of mediation provides the broadest 
opportunity for the kind of education about law that a pro se library user needs, the 
main problem with this level, as defined by Kuhlthau, is that it involves an ongoing, 
interactive relationship. Such a relationship might be sought by a pro se library user, 
but it would be avoided by a law librarian out of fear that it would create an attorney-
client relationship. Kuhlthau drew on the information counselor work of Debons 
(2000) in describing this level, but as remarked elsewhere in this paper, Debons’ 
information counselor process requires a formal relationship that does not exist at 
the reference desk when serving pro se library users. 
Kuhlthau has similar levels relating to education functions. The levels, 
organizer, lecturer, instructor, tutor, and counselor, map closely to her levels of 
mediation. Kuhlthau said the “term education, implying the development of 
transferable knowledge and capabilities, is used rather than instruction, which refers 
to more immediate outcomes” (Kuhlthau, 2004, p. 120). This approach is clearly on a 
level similar to what law librarians try to do when mediating with pro se library users. 
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As with levels of mediation, Kuhlthau’s levels are linear in nature and rigidly defined, 
making them less relevant than their underlying concepts might be. 
Here again the two highest levels, tutor and counselor, are most relevant to the 
law library experience. Kuhlthau saw a tutor as one who, in a series of sessions, 
teaches a sequence for using sources and a search strategy (Kuhlthau, 2004). As a 
point of interest, some law libraries have begun providing a very similar kind of 
education in the form of group classes for pro se library users. Kuhlthau would place 
such sessions at the lecturer level of mediation, but the intensely subject and legal-
process oriented nature of these classes relates more closely to her tutor level. For law 
librarians, providing education at this level does not violate practice of law 
restrictions because it is group, rather than individual, instruction, and addressing 
individual situations is avoided. 
As in the mediation levels, the counselor provides process intervention to 
accommodate the user’s needs. Indeed, Kuhlthau feels that at the counselor level 
mediation and education merge into “one interactive service of guidance” (Kuhlthau, 
2004, p. 125). This sounds very much like what pro se library users require from law 
librarians, but once again requires a long-term relationship and substantively 
advisory capacity that would run afoul of unauthorized practice of law rules.  
In the end, Kuhlthau’s concepts on mediation and education are too closely 
tied to the information-searching process, as opposed to subject matter expertise, to 
provide a direct explanation of the process that law librarians engage in when they try 
to explain law or legal processes to pro se library users. 
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The User’s Experience In The Library 
Another possible approach is to look at literature that explores the user’s 
experience in the library. There is ample literature on this topic and it extends from 
exploring people’s intentions to visit the library (e.g., Edwards & Hall, 1996), to 
factors involved in deciding to approach a reference librarian (Radford, 1998), to the 
fears of users as they negotiate the library (Radford & Radford, 2001). There is, 
however no literature that looks at the experiences of users as they try to decipher 
and use the information provided in response to their questions. 
Law Library Literature On Mediating 
The law library literature is just as silent on the issue of mediating complexity 
as the general library literature. The issue of bibliographic instruction or reference 
assistance is argued in the law library literature in the same way, with little attention 
paid to the specifics of law. For example, Arrigo, who comes down squarely in the 
bibliographic instruction camp, asks if law librarians should be “teachers or 
magicians” (Arrigo, 2001, p. 76). Danner (1983) advocated for an instructional 
approach to reference when dealing with pro se library users primarily because it 
moves the reference librarian away from the legal and ethical dangers of supplying an 
actual answer to the user’s question. Anderson (1998) took a very similar approach, 
alleging that there is a conflict between the empathetic counselor role suggested in 
the library literature and the ethical demands of law librarianship. Adopting a “legal 
educator” approach allows law librarians to assist users while letting them draw their 
own conclusions (Anderson, 1998, p. 17). 
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At least one writer has addressed the various roles of legal reference librarians 
in a way that hints at mediating complexity. Whisner (2002) said that law reference 
librarians both instruct, in the traditional bibliographic instruction sense, but also 
advise on research strategies and sources. In addition, she stressed an approach to 
the reference interview that avoids jargon and helps users focus their question so that 
it fits legal constraints and concepts. 
Theoretical Implications For Law Library Reference Interactions 
According to Case (2007), theory exists at a number of levels.  Uncertainty 
management theory, reference interaction theory, and mediation can be seen as  
“middle range” theories. Such theories function at a higher level than a testable 
hypothesis, but deal with limited settings, remain close to the level of observable 
phenomena, and offer the potential for aggregating findings (Case, 2007). Looked at 
from this perspective, the theories discussed above can be mined for what they allow 
us to predict about law librarian behavior in the face of uncertainties created by 
dealing with pro se library users.  
People appraise uncertainty for its meaning, and use communication as a 
primary tool for managing appraised uncertainty (Brashers et al., 2000). They do this 
by managing interaction (i.e., seeking and avoiding information) and by adaptive 
uncertainty management (Brashers et al., 2000). We can predict that uncertainty 
appraisal will play a large role in interactions with pro se library users.  
Because uncertainty appraisals are associated with affective responses 
(Brashers, 2001), we can also predict that librarians will identify instances of 
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uncertainty when dealing with pro se library users as emotional experiences. When 
uncertainty is viewed as a threat, it is signaled by a negative emotional response, 
while positive emotional responses occur when uncertainty is framed as beneficial 
(Brashers, 2001). 
Brashers (2001) stated clearly that, although people often seek to reduce 
uncertainty, they may also seek to maintain or increase uncertainty. Maintaining or 
increasing uncertainty can play an important role in psychological well-being 
(Brashers et al., 2000). Because interactions with pro se library users can be highly 
emotional for librarians, we can predict that librarians will actively manage 
uncertainty in order to preserve their own psychological well-being. Seeking and 
avoiding information is a tool for managing uncertainty by manipulating it in a 
certain direction (Brashers, 2001). We can predict that librarians will show evidence 
of both avoiding and seeking information when managing uncertainty in interactions 
with pro se library users. 
Based on uncertainty management theory, we can conjecture that librarians 
will use uncertainty management techniques in at least two areas: Establishing a 
user’s identity as a pro se, including limiting  or avoiding knowledge of the facts of the 
pro se library user’s situation; and avoiding activities that they fear might constitute 
the unauthorized practice of law. 
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User Identity 
In the course of their work, law librarians in libraries open to the public deal 
with a broad variety of users. These can vary from the legal professionals and law 
students, to members of the general public and pro se litigants.  
It can be posited that law reference librarians will want to reduce uncertainty 
as to the actual status of pro se library users, at the same time that they will want to 
maintain their uncertainty about the details of the legal problem facing the pro se 
library user. Librarians will want to identify pro se library users in order to be aware 
of the potential threat they embody. Although some law librarians may not actively 
work to specifically identify users as pro se, they will at least attempt to determine 
that the pro se library user is not actually a member of one of the primary clientele 
classes that the law library serves (e.g., attorneys, law professors, or law students). 
Once they have determined that the user is not a member of one of the primary 
clientele classes, they will treat them as a pro se. 
Conversely, law librarians will seek to maintain their uncertainty as to the 
specific facts of the user’s situation in order to minimize the chance that any 
reference assistance might be construed as legal advice. By avoiding information 
about the situation, the assistance they provide can only be seen as generic. 
Commenting on specific facts as provided by the user or providing concrete answers 
to legal questions could easily be construed as giving legal advice. By avoiding details, 
the librarian can reduce the chance that they can reasonably be seen as giving specific 
legal advice. 
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Unauthorized Practice Of Law 
It can be posited that law librarians will work to manage the uncertainties 
surrounding the unauthorized practice of law by dealing with it as a chronic 
uncertainty. According to Brashers (2001), this can be done in a number of ways 
including bounded emotionality, redefining tasks, and making inferences. Chronic 
uncertainty can also be managed by developing a structure as a shield from the 
complexities of life—what has been referred to as a “cocoon of certainty” (Brashers, 
2001). As a practicing law librarian, I have observed that, because it is so difficult to 
define when unauthorized practice of law occurs, law librarians manage this chronic 
uncertainty by creating very safe “bright line” standards that they use to limit services 
to pro se library users when it appears that unauthorized practice is a risk. The results 
of this study confirm this observation. 
As previously discussed, Brashers (2001) found that people manage and 
manipulate the uncertainty of others. We can predict that law librarians will make 
attempts to manage the uncertainty of pro se library users as a technique to avoid 
unauthorized practice of law. Providing a concrete answer to a pro se library user’s 
legal question, or confirming that the pro se library user has found the right answer, 
is considered by many to be unequivocally providing legal advice. For this reason law 
librarians will attempt to increase a pro se library user’s uncertainty in at least two 
ways: First, when suggesting a particular source or possible search terms or other 
ideas, the librarian will qualify the suggestion with language that indicates that the 
suggestion may not be the only or even best solution to their question and that they 
should investigate other possibilities. Second, when a pro se library user seeks 
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confirmation that they have found the information that they need, the law librarian 
will refuse to confirm or deny if this is the case and will similarly suggest that they 
may want to investigate other possibilities. 
Research Questions 
The literature described above points to several basic ideas. The presence of 
pro se library users in law libraries is pervasive. There are vastly different opinions 
about how serious a problem this is, and how law reference librarians should be 
dealing with these library users. Law librarians are left in a state of uncertainty as 
they try to reconcile the apparent constraints of law and ethics with their desire to 
help pro se library users. Uncertainty is a heavily studied concept and has many 
theories associated with it. It is tied to perceptions, thoughts, and emotions, and is 
experienced and managed in different ways. The act of mediating complexity that 
adds to law librarian uncertainty has not been well studied. 
The literature, taken together, highlights a common phenomenon that is of 
concern to law librarians, but has not yet been studied in libraries in a consistent way. 
The issues raised lead to a number of research questions: 
1. What are the types of uncertainty experienced by law librarians when assisting 
pro se users? 
2. How do law librarians appraise uncertainty for its meaning? 
3. What are the strategies law librarians use to manage uncertainty? 
4. What are the challenges law librarians face in management of uncertainty? 
5. How do law librarians manage the uncertainties of pro se library users? 
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There are a number of possible methodological approaches to studying the 
uncertainty experiences of law librarians. Interviews and observation could provide 
rich data for analysis. Indeed, such methods seem like an obvious approach. In the 
end though, the focus group method was chosen for this study for a number of 
reasons. Because the uncertainties relating to pro se library users are shared, and are 
so widely discussed in the library literature, I felt that letting librarians discuss the 
issue in a group would provide a richer set of data. In addition, discussions of pro se 
library users tend to rely on anecdote and memory. In such a case, I felt that group 
discussions would provide a wider array of remembered experiences to be discussed. 
Finally, I felt that group discussion would provide commentary and iterative feedback 
on individual stances on the pro se issue. 
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Chapter 3: Method 
Focus Groups 
Focus groups were used to gather data in this study. Focus groups have an 
extended history as a qualitative research method, and are fully capable of producing 
valid data that can be subjected to rigorous analysis in support of empirical concepts. 
In spite of this, focus groups are not commonly used as a qualitative method in 
library science research. 
Qualitative research methods increasingly came into use in library and 
information science research in the 1980s and 1990s in order to more fully explore 
human behavior (Von Seggern & Young, 2003). Although focus groups have grown in 
popularity in library-related research and are fairly well documented in library 
literature, they do not appear to be commonly used (Shoaf, 2003). The vast majority 
of published reports of focus group research involves discussions with library users 
closely analogous to the market research for which focus groups are best most known 
(Glitz, 1997; Goulding 1997; Kerslake & Goulding, 1996; Von Seggern & Young, 
2003). There are only a few instances in the literature of focus groups being used to 
collect data from library staff. Of those, focus groups have been used to study how 
academic librarians use literature reviews (Hernon & Metoyer-Duran, 1992), and to 
assess the effects of “technostress” among reference librarians (Rose, Stoklosa, & 
Gray, 1998).  
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Focus Groups As A Qualitative Research Method 
Qualitative research aims at understanding the meaning of human action 
(Schwandt, 1997). Focus group research is one kind of qualitative research 
methodology (Glitz, 1997).  As a social science method, focus groups combine 
elements of participant observation and individual interviews (Madriz, 2003). Focus 
groups are a form of group interview and occupy an intermediate position between 
participant observation and open-ended interviews with individuals in that they 
involve interaction among group members on a topic put forth by the moderator 
(Morgan, 1997).  
Focus Groups As A Method For This Study 
I considered a number of methods for gathering data for this study. Some 
possible methods, such as observation of reference interactions with pro se users, 
posed ethical and consent issues, and failed to ascertain the thought processes of 
librarians as they managed uncertainty. Direct interviews could have gathered some 
useable data, but it would be difficult to construct interviews that elicited a full range 
of data without leading the interviewee. In addition, there was a question as to how 
many individual interviews would be required to achieve an adequate amount of data. 
Focus groups provided a method that overcame these limitations. Focus 
groups capture real-life data in a social environment and are flexible as a method 
(Babbie, 2001). In focus groups, reliance on the researcher’s focus allows for the 
gathering of large amounts of data on the topic being studied. Group interaction 
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allows participants to draw on each other’s experiences to produce valuable insights 
into complex behaviors and motivations (Morgan, 1997).  
Focus group data has been said to be more authentic than interview data 
because of the group context in which it is generated (Goulding, 1997). Group 
dynamics often bring out aspects of a topic that would not be anticipated by a 
researcher (Babbie, 2001). In addition, focus groups have high face validity. This 
means that observations in a focus group investigation tend to fit into an expected 
pattern or frame of reference and therefore make sense to the researcher (Gorman & 
Clayton, 1997).  
Focus groups reduce the distance between the researcher and the researched. 
This is because the focus group is a collectivistic rather than an individualistic 
research method that focuses on the multivocality of participants’ attitudes, 
experiences, and beliefs (Madriz, 2003). The multivocality of the participants limits 
the control of the researcher over the research process, and the interview process 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). With less influence from the researcher, more weight can 
be given to participants’ opinions and expressions. (Madriz, 2003) Finally, focus 
group participants often find the experience more gratifying and stimulating than 
individual interviews (Madriz, 2003). People reveal information when they are in a 
safe comfortable environment with people like themselves (Krueger & Casey, 2000).  
For the purposes of this study, the key advantages of focus groups are the 
ability to look for a range of ideas; bring out and understand differences in 
perspectives; uncover factors that influence opinions, behaviors or motivations; and 
seek to have ideas emerge from the group (Babbie, 2001). 
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No research method is perfect, and the use of focus groups in this study did 
raise several concerns. The group setting can be intimidating, and group interactions 
can bring out tendencies toward conformity and polarization (Morgan, 1997). Some 
researchers worry that in a group setting participants may react to the formal setting, 
telling researchers what they think they want to hear, or that their opinions or ideas 
may be skewed by the group dynamics (Glitz, 1997). 
Unless handled properly, the researcher’s focus in a focus group can limit the 
responses of the group, or provide less naturalistic data. Naturalistic data accurately 
reflect the “lifespace” of the participants (Gorman & Clayton, 1997, p. 245). There is 
also a danger that the moderator will unduly influence the behavior of the group 
(Morgan, 1997).  
These potential drawbacks appeared to be controllable, and the advantages of 
using focus groups made it an appropriate method with which to study this issue. 
Designing And Conducting The Study 
As a research method, focus groups usually take place in a formal, preset 
setting (Fontana & Frey, 2003). This means that the group must be gathered in a 
place suitable for the group discussion, and generally away from the environment in 
which they would normally interact about the topic at hand. Focus group design 
requires careful consideration of the nature of the group, including group size and 
relevant qualities of the participants, the moderator’s approach to focusing the group 
on the research topic, and the qualities of the topic guide in supporting the focused 
discussion.  
 49 
 
The nature of focus groups constrains certain aspects of the size and nature of 
the group. Focus groups typically consist of 5 to 10 people. The group must be small 
enough for people to feel comfortable expressing themselves but large enough for a 
diversity of opinion. Participants should share certain characteristics relevant to the 
topic being studied. In this sense, the group should be homogenous but with 
sufficient variation for contrasting opinions (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Focus group 
design options include single-category design, involving one type of participant (e.g., 
law librarians), multiple-category design, using different types of participants (e.g., 
law librarians from different types of libraries), and double layer design with different 
types of participants and who also differ on other factors (e.g., law librarians from 
different types of libraries who are also from different parts of the country). Focus 
groups can also utilize broad-involvement design for issues involving broad groups 
(e.g., librarians of all kinds) (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Knodel (1993) referred to these 
subcategories of participants as break characteristics. Break characteristics provide 
potentially contrasting views or experiences concerning the issues under 
consideration. 
Because focus groups are used to explore rather than describe or explain, 
participants are generally not chosen through rigorous probability sampling. Using 
more than one focus group minimizes the risk of atypical results (Babbie, 2001). 
Three or four focus groups can be conducted with any one type of participant. 
Researchers should look for saturation, which is the point where no new ideas are 
emerging in the groups (Krueger & Casey, 2000). 
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Focus groups have a focused discussion, but consensus is not the goal (Krueger 
& Casey, 2000). Focus groups can be structured in the sense that the moderator 
carefully steers the discussion, or unstructured in the sense that the moderator lets 
the group explore the topic at will (Kerslake & Goulding, 1996). A key part of a focus 
group is the focus group question guide, or topic guide, used by the moderator to 
guide the discussion. There are several possible approaches to constructing a focus 
group question guide. One approach uses specific questions written in a 
conversational tone and intended to be read verbatim during the focus group session. 
This approach is referred to as the questioning route.  
Another approach is to create a list of topics, called a topic guide (Krueger, 
1998b). Good questions should be conversational, use words participants would use, 
be easy to say, clear, short, open-ended, and one dimensional in topic. The question 
guide itself should have an easy beginning, be sequenced, move from general to 
specific, and use time wisely (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Focus group question guides 
serve two purposes. First, they allow the moderator to arrange and understand the 
issues to be discussed in advance of the session itself. Second, they can help control 
the flow of discussion during the focus group session itself (Greenbaum, 2000).  
Study Design 
The focus group in this study was a multiple category design conducted in an 
unstructured format. I selected participants based on purposeful, theoretical 
sampling, seeking a group that reflects a variety of important variables, or break 
characteristics. Although all participants were to be law reference librarians, I sought 
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diversity in three categories: type of institution, geography, and education. Diversity 
of type of institution is important because different types of law libraries may have 
different experiences with, and policies toward, pro se library users. I felt that there 
would be differences expressed in particular between academic law library librarians 
and public law library librarians. Geography is an important factor because different 
jurisdictions may have real or perceived differences in the possibility of liability from 
interactions with pro se library users, and may therefore elicit different forms of 
uncertainty on the part of law librarians. Education is an important factor because 
about 40 percent of law librarians have law degrees and are in fact lawyers. 
Librarians with a law degree run a greater risk of being perceived as a lawyer by pro 
se library users and also face different liability risks when interacting with them. 
To collect the data for this study, I made arrangements to hold a focus group at 
the American Association of Law Libraries annual Meeting in San Antonio Texas in 
July of 2005, and then another series of four focus groups at the American 
Association of Law Libraries annual Meeting in St. Louis in July of 2006. I sought 
participants by canvassing colleagues I knew worked in libraries open to the public, 
and posting notices on law-lib, the major law librarian’s listserv. I explained the study 
and asked for volunteers, seeking a total of about 30 participants over the five groups. 
To the extent possible, I sought diversity of type of library, geography, and education 
as described above. 
I moderated the 2005 focus group personally, but I arranged for independent 
moderators to lead the four focus groups in 2006. They used the focus group guide I 
prepared. I was present in the room during the focus groups and observed and took 
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notes but did not participate. This allowed me to more closely observe the group and 
its interactions during the sessions—something that I found was not possible when I 
was moderating the pilot study.  
Data Collection 
Conducting the focus groups at the Annual Meeting of the American 
Association of Law Libraries allowed librarians from diverse geographical locations to 
participate. For each of the sessions, I arranged to use a meeting room in the 
convention center where the Annual Meeting was taking place. The rooms varied 
slightly in size, but generally were set up to be used for group meetings and consisted 
of tables arranged in a square with seating for about 10 to 40 people around the 
square. All of the sessions were recorded using two recorders—one digital and one 
cassette tape. 
A focus group question guide had been prepared for the sessions. The guide is 
attached as Appendix A. Although there was some conversational text in the focus 
group question guide used in this study, the guide actually was constructed as, and 
functioned as, a topic guide. I prepared a topic guide, as opposed to a list of 
questions, because I felt that the participants would be engaged with the topic and 
would not need to be led from one question to another. I was right about that, and as 
a result not all questions on the guide were asked in any of the sessions, although the 
groups all addressed the majority of the topics listed.  
The moderators for the 2006 sessions were recruited by recommendations 
received in response to a query on the law librarian mailing list. I ended up with two 
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volunteers, both of whom had conducted focus groups in the past. They both agreed 
to serve as a moderator for two sessions, and did so without compensation. Prior to 
the 2006 sessions, I met with the two volunteer moderators and discussed the focus 
group guide at length. After the discussion, each of them appeared to have a clear 
understanding of the topic being studied. 
The focus group sessions each lasted one hour. Two of the 2006 sessions were 
conducted early in the morning, while the 2005 session and the other two 2006 
sessions were conducted over the noon hour. Over all the groups ran in a fairly 
unstructured format because participants were highly engaged with the topic and 
spoke up without needing to be questioned or called upon.  
During the 2005 session in which I was serving as moderator, I had intended 
to make notes during the session, but the fast pace of conversation and the interest of 
the group made it difficult to do so. A number of the sources on focus groups 
recommend a secondary moderator whose purpose is to take notes while the primary 
moderator leads discussion (Greenbaum, 2000; Kerslake & Goulding, 1996; Krueger 
& Casey, 2000). This was my reason for recruiting moderators for the 2006 sessions. 
That said, the group members were so conversation oriented, and so uniform in their 
enthusiasm for the topic, that issues like body language and non verbal interaction 
were not a big factor in the dynamics of the group. Although I took notes during the 
2006 sessions, they did not add significantly to the transcript data. 
When I moderated the 2005 focus group, I found that I referred to the 
question guide only rarely during the session. However, I had prepared the guide and 
was fully aware of the information I was seeking from the group. In the 2006 
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sessions, the guide proved to be not only useful, but essential. The two moderators I 
used for the 2006 sessions were both experienced focus group moderators, but were 
not experts, or even very conversant with the issues under study. I explained the topic 
to them beforehand in as much detail as I could, but the topic guides provided the 
moderators with both initial and follow-up questions that it is unlikely they would 
have generated on their own.  
Audio recordings of  the sessions were used as the primary source of data for 
analysis. Transcription proved challenging because of the fast pace of the groups’ 
conversations and the tendency of some members to talk over each other. I would be 
hesitant as moderator to try to control this tendency because it would interfere with 
the otherwise excellent flow of the conversation within the group. The slow and 
difficult pace of transcribing the tapes was the price for obtaining a very rich and 
vibrant set of data.  
 Coding The Data 
The resulting transcripts were manually coded. I coded the data in 
consultation with Dr. Dale Brashers, the former research director of my committee. 
After coding my first transcript, I gave a fresh copy to Dr. Brashers, who coded it 
alone. We then compared notes. The coding was mostly consistent between our two 
versions, although Dr. Brashers had some very helpful suggestions for the coding 
process. I then coded the rest of the transcripts alone.  
A basic issue in coding focus group data is the unit of analysis. Morgan (1997) 
formerly believed that the group should be the unit of analysis. This is to prevent the 
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dangers of group influence when the individual is the unit of analysis. He now 
believes that neither the overarching group nor the individual should serve as the unit 
of analysis, but that analysis must seek a balance that acknowledges the interplay 
between the two levels of analysis. I agree with this approach because it allows 
analysis to consider both the overall direction of the group and individual 
contributions of note from particular participants. 
Coding was performed using a constant comparative approach. The constant 
comparative method reinforces the cycle of induction, deduction and verification 
(Strauss, 1987). In this cycle, concepts emerge from the data, are used to test and 
evolve assumptions derived from established theory, and further provide verification 
of the interrelation of data and theory. The constant comparative method is attuned 
to theory development, and relies heavily on categories of focus and the properties 
relevant to those categories (Gorman & Clayton, 1997). 
Constant comparative coding emphasizes a continually developing process in 
which basic concepts are derived from the data and compared with previous incidents 
of the concept in the same and different groups coded in the category. Concepts are 
abstractions, and the process of conceptualizing is one of naming and categorizing 
incidents in the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Two kinds of categories will result 
from such coding: categories constructed by the researcher, and categories that 
emerge from the data (Lincoln &  Guba, 1985). Following the advice of Krueger 
(1998a), I coded with reference to the frequency, extensiveness, and intensity of the 
comments about each concept. As concepts began to emerge from the data, I made 
comparisons with concepts present in the literature, including those relating to 
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perceptions of pro se library users and concepts of uncertainty management theory. 
This process of referring to the data, identifying concepts, and then referring to the 
literature significantly expanded and enhanced the analysis of the data. 
The resulting five transcripts provided a rich source of data. The data were also 
fairly consistent from group to group. After coding the first two transcripts, few codes 
or categories emerged to alter the structure of the analysis, but each group added 
significantly to the data in each category. This was especially reassuring given that the 
five groups not only had different members with different demographics, but also had 
three different moderators. The consistency of the data in the face of such variability 
supports the idea that the categories were saturated and meaningful (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). I coded each of the transcripts at least twice, with Dr. Brashers also 
coding several of them.  
I approached coding the data with several proposed categories in mind. I 
developed a number of categories from the law librarianship literature. Among those 
categories, I expected to find discussion of the “line” between legal advice and 
reference, as well as discussion of perceptions of pro se users. Perception categories 
included pro se education and literacy, difficulty as library users, and a general sense 
of threat. I expected discussion of the relation of credentials, particularly lawyer 
status, to requested levels of service, and strategies for limiting service and exposure 
to pro se users. 
From uncertainty management theory I derived another set of categories that I 
expected to find in the data. These included librarians appraising uncertainty, 
 57 
 
librarians managing their own uncertainty, and librarians attempting to manage the 
uncertainties of others. 
The categories I created in advance were, in the end, present in the data, 
although a number of important subcategories or refinements emerged. The result 
was a structure of codes and categories that was essentially formed along the same 
broad lines of the anticipated categories, but with much more refinement and detail, 
as well as some new categories. Over all the categories I determined ahead of time 
were largely conceptual in nature, and fairly broad. The categories that emerged from 
the data tended to be more specific and descriptive. 
There were a number of notable concepts that emerged from the data. For 
instance, the use of stock phrases (i.e. standardized language used to address difficult 
or threatening situations) was not addressed in the literature, but emerged in the 
data. Other added categories included “dumping” (the referral of a pro se to the law 
library by another agency as a way for that agency to get rid of the pro se), distancing 
(creating both physical and verbal barriers to limit contact with pro se users), and 
problems with language levels of library and web materials for pro se users. 
Under uncertainty management, the concept of “gauging” as a method of 
determining identity emerged from the data, as did several refinements of the 
categories related to appraising for uncertainty. Compassion fatigue was one of the 
major new categories to emerge from the data. Compassion fatigue has not been 
addressed in the law library literature at all, but came up repeatedly in the data. 
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The main predetermined categories were all strongly supported in the data. 
Line drawing and perceptions of pro se users where heavily discussed in all the 
groups, as were methods for appraising and managing uncertainty.
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Chapter 4: Results 
The five focus groups produced a rich set of data for analysis. This chapter 
presents the results of analyzing that data. It is divided into two sections: The first 
looks at the demographics of participants. The second presents the results of the 
thematic analysis of the data. 
Demographic Results 
A total of 32 law librarians participated in the sessions. 70 percent of 
participants (N=22) were female, and 30 percent (N=10) were male. By chance, the 
10 male participants were distributed evenly among the five groups, in that each 
focus group had two male members. During the focus groups, a biographical data 
sheet was distributed to collect information about education, type of library, and 
other information. Filling out the form was voluntary, and 25 of the 32 participating 
law librarians provided the requested information. The participants were diverse in 
education, geography, and type of library.  
Of the 25 participants responding, all had both a bachelor’s degree in some 
subject, and a master’s in library science. Two participants had an additional master’s 
degree in some other subject. A majority of respondents had a legal education, with 
17 of the 25 participants having earned a J.D. None of the participants held an 
additional doctoral or professional degree.  Of the 17 respondents with a J.D., 11 had 
practiced law for some period of time, with an average of five years, and a range of 
three to 14 years. Of the J.D. respondents, 13 held an active law license, with 12 of 
those licensed in the state in which they currently worked. Two of the remaining had 
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never had a law license, one had formerly been licensed, and one provided no answer 
to the question. 
Respondents were asked to indicate the size of their community using a set of 
defined categories. Of the 25 respondents, 14 indicated they were from a large urban 
area of 1,000,000 or more people, 9 were from a medium urban area with a 
population between 250,000 and 999,999, one was from a small urban area with a 
population from 50,000 to 249,999, and one was from a small city of 5,000 to 49,999 
people. 
Respondents were split almost evenly between academic and public (i.e., 
county and court) libraries with 12 working in academic libraries and 13 in public law 
libraries. Reference librarian was the most common position title, and was held by 17 
respondents. Of the others, five were library directors, two were assistant directors, 
and one was a circulation librarian. The 25 respondents averaged 11.6 years as a 
librarian, and 8.2 years of experience serving pro se library users. They averaged 6.3 
years working for their current library, and 5.2 years in their current position at the 
library. 
Thematic Results 
In this chapter, analysis of the data has been divided into five sections.  Section 
one looks at sources of uncertainty, including sources of uncertainty that arose from 
library users, their behaviors, capabilities, and information needs; and those that 
arose from the role of the law librarian, or the needs or demands of their institutions, 
the law, or society. 
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Section two examines how law librarians appraise uncertainty in reference 
interactions. Specifically, it looks at how law librarians appraise uncertainty in 
relation to gauging library user identity, and how they appraise uncertainty about 
what activities are reference activities, and what others cross the line into 
unauthorized practice of law. 
Section three looks at how law librarians manage their own uncertainty. 
Section four looks at challenges to appraising and managing uncertainty as 
experienced by law librarians. Challenges included conflicting views of what 
constitutes appropriate assistance, compassion fatigue, user activities, and 
institutional factors. Section five looks at how law librarians try to manage user 
uncertainty.  
In agreeing to participate in the focus groups, participants were promised that 
their identities would remain anonymous in any subsequent discussion of, or 
transcripts from, the groups. This was done to encourage free and full participation. 
Because of this, the names used in the transcribed quotes below are pseudonyms. 
Sources And Types Of Uncertainty 
All of the groups were asked to identify what they felt were sources of 
uncertainty at the reference desk. Interpretations of the question varied, but 
participants consistently identified sources of uncertainty that arose both from the 
library users, and from the institution and role of being a librarian.  
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User-Related Sources Of Uncertainty 
Intuitively, it is not surprising that pro se library users would be a source of 
uncertainty for law librarians. Indeed, many participants initially assumed that pro se 
library users were the only source of uncertainty. However, further discussion 
showed a broader uncertainty landscape. That said, uncertainty arising from the role, 
nature, and identity of pro se library users provided a major source of data. Among 
other things, focus group participants identified user-related sources of uncertainty 
as including difficulty identifying pro se library users, receiving real or imagined 
physical threats from users, unknown mental condition of some users, unknown 
literacy levels, and unrealistic pro se library user expectations. 
Identifying pro se library users. Because of the perceived greater legal threat 
posed by pro se library users, identifying pro se library users as such was a priority 
for participants. Identifying a user as a pro se was a priority because pro se library 
users were to be treated differently than other library users. Participants were explicit 
in how their assistance of a pro se user would differ from that of an attorney. A 
participant named Jerry put it this way: 
The way in which you work with [attorneys] is different from the way in 
which you work with a self-represented litigant. With an attorney I’m 
going to go further, I’m going to suggest avenues, I’m going to 
speculate; there are a lot of things I’ll do with an attorney because it’s 
not an issue for me with that person, because that person is ultimately 
responsible for knowing whether or not they’ve got the right law. 
Anything that I give them, any speculation I have, and suggestions I 
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make, any opinions I make on what they say to me, ultimately they have 
the responsibility for the adequate practice of law in this situation. It’s 
important to identify the self-represented litigant because it changes 
not only how far I go but how I go. 
All of the participants agreed that they limit the service they provide when 
dealing with a pro se library user. Ursula noted, “I’m more careful if I’ve determined 
that they’re a pro se litigant. I’m more careful how I phrase things.” James said that if 
the person is not a lawyer “I’d stop much sooner.” Jocelyn pointed out that when 
dealing with a pro se user “they say ‘where is this’ and I say ‘there it is.’ Whereas if it 
was a lawyer I’d say ‘here it is, have you used it before, here’s how to use it.’” 
The main rationale for restricting service to pro se library users seems to be a 
fear that the pro se library user is depending on the librarian for legal advice rather 
than legal information. Attorneys, on the other hand, are seen as being better able to 
judge the information they are given, as well as being cognizant that they remain 
responsible for their client’s legal problem regardless of what the librarian may have 
said or done. Dennis explained it this way: 
You can suggest avenues of research to an attorney because you don’t 
have uncertainty with an attorney, as I’ve said. They have to know, it’s 
up to them, it stops with them. You can suggest avenues of research to 
them because they have the ability to figure out fairly quickly based on 
their training whether or not it’s an appropriate avenue for what they’re 
trying to do. Pro ses can’t evaluate that question. They think if you’re 
making a suggestion to them that you have thought about their question 
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and that you feel this is the best strategy, the best path for them to go 
down. And that’s one of the things that makes for so much uncertainty 
in dealing with them. If you say something to them you don’t know how 
they’re going to take it. They’re going to assume that you are advising 
them that this is the best approach when any time I do make a 
suggestion about a possible avenue of research I make darn sure that I 
tell them that I don’t know if this is an appropriate avenue for them; 
they’re going to have to figure that out for themselves. They know their 
case better than I do. 
Although differentiating attorneys from pro se library users might seem to be 
an easy task, participants often found it to be difficult. Neither pro se library users 
nor attorneys always dressed, or acted, in ways that would normally allow them to be 
easily categorized. Thus, it was very hard to act on an assumption that an informally 
dressed person asking a simple question was a pro se, or that a well dressed and 
articulate person was an attorney. This was especially true because the librarians 
were usually trying to identify the type of user without explicitly asking for their 
status. Jocelyn said, 
You learn not to depend on how a person is dressed, and whether or not 
you assess whether they’re an attorney or not, because I’ve had some 
very, very professionally dressed people come in who turned out to be 
self-represented litigants, and I’ve had people come in who were just, 
you know, you assume that they were possibly homeless, and they turn 
out to be one of the biggest attorneys around, that you just haven’t met 
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before. So you just cannot judge it. But you do need to judge it. And it’s 
a part of the whole uncertainty. 
This uncertainty about user identity was sometimes resolvable, and sometimes 
not. Unless the librarian was willing to ask, or the user was forthcoming, the librarian 
might never determine what kind of user she is dealing with. In such an event, most 
participants agreed that they simply had to try to help all library users without having 
even minimal information about who they are.  
Jocelyn:  [W]ith us, it’s very hard to tell attorneys from pro ses.  Even 
the pro ses that we get, I mean, I was helping a pro se guy who had a 
PhD and he just had no idea what he was doing in the law. And I think 
you just have to, we take them, anyway, as whoever comes to the desk.  
We ask them the same questions whether they’re an attorney, or 
somebody else.  And for us it’s necessary for us not to discriminate. 
Bethany:  A patron is a patron. 
Jocelyn:  . . . a patron is a patron . . .  
The identity of library users as pro se or not was seen as one of the most 
important sources of uncertainty. The dangers posed by pro se library users made it 
imperative to try to determine who they were, but the environment at the reference 
desk, combined with the nature of reference interactions, often made resolving 
identity at best a guessing game. 
Physical threat. Most people would assume that being threatened with 
physical harm is an uncommon experience for librarians. Whether threats are more 
common in public libraries of all kinds than we have been led to believe, or such 
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phenomena only occur often in law libraries, a sense of threat from users was a 
significant theme in all of the focus groups. A number of participants spoke of feeling 
physically threatened by pro se library users, and the sense of threat arose not just 
from situations that would appear to have been explicitly threatening, but also from 
situations in which a sense of threat was being inferred based on situational cues 
being interpreted by the participant.  
One subtle but important source of this sense of threat was the topic of the 
user’s research question. Participants mentioned dealing with users who wanted to 
do research on contesting a rape charge, child pornography, or Kendra’s law. 
(Kendra’s Law is a New York law that allows courts to order certain individuals with 
brain disorders to comply with treatment while living in the community.) In these 
cases, the fact that the users were apparently representing themselves against charges 
involving violent or disturbing crimes combined with other social and physical cues 
to create a sense of threat. Whether or not the participants who feel threatened are 
interpreting the cues correctly or not does not diminish the uncertainty they feel in 
those situations. 
Another issue that created a sense of threat was personal space. As the 
participants interacted with users, they appeared to be very aware of how the users 
were using space, and respecting conventions on personal space. Melinda, who 
described herself as a “dainty size of woman”, said that she felt threatened by 
prisoners, whom she felt she could recognize because of their “prison walk”. She said 
that they had “a definite way of trying to take my space” and that they “stand over 
you”.  Another participant, Phyllis, said: 
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The problem is it’s hard to get away sometimes.  I’ve had people corner 
me and tell me how they want to stalk someone.  Then, because I take 
public transportation, I have had [pro se library users] come on [the 
train] and sit down next to me and try to get closer.  So, I’ve got off at 
the next stop and let three trains go by, OK.  I mean this is just reality.  
The physical layout of the reference area is also an issue. Participants were 
concerned when the physical structure of the desk provided little or no protection in 
the case of an attack. As one participant put it, “the problem with the reference desk 
[is] his arm reach can hit me”.  Although none of the participants spoke of having 
been actually assaulted, one had a colleague who had been, and others had felt 
specifically threatened. Janice recalled this experience: 
But the problem is that I am very frightened, physically frightened.  In 
Alameda one guy I knew was going to cold cock me.  He stepped back, 
OK.  And I just left.  OK.  The problem is it’s hard to get away 
sometimes. 
Although specific threats were a common source of discussion, more general 
threats were also an issue. These included concerns about weapons, and general fear 
of users who were known, or assumed, to have a propensity for violence. For instance, 
Melinda told of being made aware that a library user was carrying a gun, and of being 
helpless to really deal with the situation:  
We don’t really have procedures for dealing with that and we didn’t 
want to … have our clerks [say] ‘you know you’re really not supposed to 
have that here,’ sort of thing and get into any kind of confrontation.  
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Because he’s ready to blow, I think, at this point.  So, we’re kind of like, 
OK, letting it slide it a little bit.  But the person who pointed it out was 
concerned about him having the gun, obviously. 
There was a strong sense among participants that pro se library users were 
often under extreme emotional pressure or were emotionally unstable. This, in turn, 
gave rise to fears about violence arising out of the strong emotions sometimes 
displayed by pro se library users. Participants clearly felt that they were often the 
target of such outbursts: 
Amy:  We get rage, we get tears, we get people that have reached the 
end of their limit. 
Perry:  Didn’t you tell me you got yelled at? 
Amy:  Yeah we get yelled at a lot. And so for us uncertainty is not only 
what is this person’s status as far as lawyer versus pro per, but what is 
their emotional state and… 
Joan:  And are they going to shoot us. 
Amy:  And are they going to shoot us, and is it going to trigger, are we 
going to get tears, are we going to get yelling. 
The sense of physical threat was pervasive enough to end up coloring the 
approach participants took to the reference interview. It was not just that some users 
were perceived as being a threat or a potential problem, but that it could be difficult 
to discern who was going to cause trouble or be difficult to deal with. Joan recounted 
how even those who seem calm now have her on guard: 
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I think the scariest situation I had was with a person who came in who 
was dead calm, and so there was absolutely no notice before that person 
went off. Now I even get scared of the calm ones. You don’t know what 
their reaction’s going to be. 
In all of the sessions, the sense of threat from pro se library users was a 
dominant theme, and functioned both as a source of uncertainty, and as an important 
part of the emotional landscape of legal reference work. 
Uncertainty about the mental condition of pro se library users. The unknown 
mental condition of pro se library users was closely allied to feeling physically 
threatened. Participants saw pro se library users as being especially challenging 
because of their varying mental states and intellectual capabilities. Participants also 
addressed the idea that pro se library users may at times be mentally unstable: 
Amy: Part of what happens for me is I’m uncertain as to whether 
they’re sane. Or if they’re just ignorant. I don’t mean that in a bad way 
or a pejorative way, I have a spectrum. Are you ignorant, but you just 
don’t know what you’re talking about, are you sane but you have some 
weird beliefs, or are you just flat out insane? 
There are a number of factors that lead to this concern. Some of it may arise 
from the nature of pro se library users themselves, but participants whose libraries 
were near mental or social service agencies felt that their user population reflected 
that fact.  As Joan put it, 
We are just down the street from the Salvation Army and Goodwill or 
various mental health facilities and things like that, and so I think that 
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people who are coming in are either trying to prove that the income 
taxes aren’t constitutional or that the CIA has implanted a chip in their 
head or something. 
For any pro se library user, emotions can be an important factor in how they 
behave. Participants saw the fact that legal matters can be both frustrating and highly 
emotional experiences as making it harder to deliver services. As Sherri put it, “by the 
time they get to you they have primed the pump, they have all this emotion, all this 
situational stuff just vomiting out.” Similarly, Tom said, 
As a general rule they’re so focused on the emotional aspects of what’s 
going on with them that they cannot find the issue. They can’t figure out 
what it is legally they’re actually looking for because they’re so caught 
up in the emotions of it. 
Participants felt that the desperation and emotion displayed by pro se library 
users resulted from their treatment in other parts of the court system. The inherent 
frustrations of trying to deal with offices like the clerk of court, combined with 
“dumping” (i.e., sending pro se library users away by promising that the law library 
would have the answer to their problem) was perceived as creating volatile emotions 
by the time pro se library users showed up at the library. Ken expressed it this way: 
You never know what emotional state they’re going to come in because 
so often they’ve been shunted from room to room, office to office, 
person to person, and I know some of that is sometimes someone who 
just can’t deal with them and gives them the reference and sends them 
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away and doesn’t care whether it’s useful or not. So sometimes they’re 
extremely frustrated when they get to us, and angry. 
  Even with regular library users, emotions and mental state can vary to the 
extent that it makes it hard to know how to help. Being able to distinguish between 
user types becomes necessary, because pro se library users need very different kinds 
of assistance from legally-trained users. Add to this the reality of mental illness or 
other emotional problems, and the situation becomes very complex for the librarian, 
even when dealing with users they have helped before. Amy said, 
People that we thought were attorneys turn out to be paralegals, turned 
out to be more pro se after all or doing pro se stuff for themselves as 
well as working for attorneys and, and then you throw in a little mental 
illness into the mix, you know, she’s different when she’s on her meds, 
than when she’s not, or the one person who had always seemed fairly 
sane until she went off on the mercury coming out of the computer 
screen, and so on. 
The result is a complex environment in which the librarian is trying to assess a 
number of important issues about the user. These include pro se status, out of 
concern for liability; legal training, if any, in order to supply appropriate materials 
and assistance; and enough of the facts of the user’s situation to allow for appropriate 
response to the information request. These issues not only interfere with the basic 
process of providing reference services, but serve to create more uncertainty because 
the librarian is unsure if she would be getting all the information required to help. 
Joan put it this way: 
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[S]ome of them, you know, are nutsy and they really don’t have a good 
enough grasp of the whole procedure as well as the substantive issues to 
have a successful law suit, and that’s, you know, that’s a legal opinion 
on my part.  But from what they tell me you know you’re not getting the 
whole story. 
The prevalence of this concern about the mental states of pro se users was 
mentioned frequently in the data. As can be seen, it raises a constellation of concerns 
and associated uncertainties. There are concerns about personal safety, including 
concerns about emotional extremes and sudden outbursts. There are concerns and 
uncertainties about being able to accurately assess the mental state of a user, and 
about how mental states can change—slowly or suddenly. There are also concerns 
about how mental instability and emotionality can interfere with the ability of the 
user to understand their legal issue or use the assistance the librarian gives them, and 
concerns about how such issues might interfere with the ability of the librarian to 
render assistance.  
Uncertainty about literacy levels. Another major issue was appraising the 
literacy level and capabilities of pro se library users. Legal materials are complex, and 
often intended for practitioners, so in helping pro se library users librarians faced two 
challenges: The first was to assess the basic literacy of the user. The second was to 
help them deal with complex legal materials. As Dennis put it, 
You can definitely tell when you start to use your reference skills and 
that, whether they know what they’re doing or they need to just start 
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with the basics, or you’re ready to give them, you know, the Japanese 
civil code and they can go from there. 
Part of the problem of appraising literacy levels was an unease that many 
participants had with the idea of asking about literacy directly. As a result, 
participants talked about trying to discern the literacy level of the person they were 
dealing with, without being too obvious. Joan said,  
You don’t really know what their level of comprehension is. Someone 
who’s representing themselves who has some kind of education, maybe 
a college education of some kind, you can take them to the self help 
books and then show them a chapter in a treatise, and they could 
probably make their way through it, but we’ve had people that come in 
that are literally illiterate. They cannot read. And you kind of have to 
gauge that. Sometimes you just have to ask them flat out “can you read 
this?” “No I don’t read.” Or “I don’t like to read” and then we have to say 
“do you have someone who could read to you? Here’s what to 
photocopy and take home.”  
Other participants were more comfortable confronting the issue. One 
approach was to restrict the question of literacy to the specific issue of literacy in 
relation to legal materials. For example, Bill spoke of taking an approach more 
directly targeted at working with legal materials: 
One of the first questions I will ask a pro se patron is, do you know how 
to read a legal citation?  And of course a lot of them do, and when I get 
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that bit of information that helps me figure out how I can steer the 
patron to the resources that she’s looking for. 
The ability of users to interact with legal materials often was assumed to be 
low. This assumption, when true, had far-ranging implications for the delivery of 
legal information. As an example, Joan discussed a web site of self-service legal 
materials set up by the court system for which she worked. The site was intended to 
provide pro se litigants with forms and other materials to let them represent 
themselves in court. Joan felt that the site was well intentioned, but it would not 
really help users because user literacy levels were too low. In a comment directed 
metaphorically at the person who set up the site, Joan said, 
These people are at the fourth grade reading level, and they have to, you 
know, this is the yellow brick road.  I mean, it’s a long way to Oz…[T]he 
odds of them successfully making it there are about 10 percent and you 
may see them the first step along the way.  I get to see them the rest.  
And every step along the way they need that much help. So even though 
you’re kind of getting them out of your hair, so to speak, by showing 
them that form, they’re sunk after that. 
The perceived low literacy of pro se library users frustrated participants in a 
number of ways. In addition to the problems it created in using legal materials, it also 
made it hard to help users understand the magnitude of what they were trying to do, 
and the difficulty of pursuing a legal matter as a pro se. Bethany explained, 
People want to write their own will, and we tell them, “if you make a 
mistake you can't fix it, because you’ll be dead”.  And we say it as lamely 
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as that because I think that’s really the only way to get them to 
understand what you’re saying.  But  it is hard and low literacy is an 
issue, because you’re not sure what they are asking, and because you 
know they’re not using the right words, and you want to be using the 
words back to them that they’re going to understand, and you’re not 
sure.  I try and constantly remind myself to speak in short words and at 
a low literacy kind of way. 
The literacy levels of pro se library users can be seen as a source of uncertainty 
for law librarians. Librarians must appraise uncertainty about user literacy for a 
number of purposes. These include assessing whether users can use the tools in the 
library, whether they will be able to understand the legal process, and whether they 
can understand the magnitude of the task they are taking on. 
Pro se library user expectations. The expectations that pro se library users 
bring to the library was frequently cited as another source of uncertainty. Librarians 
often felt that users have been led to believe by others that the librarians will provide 
substantial legal assistance, far beyond what they can actually provide. Pro se 
expectations included, among other things,  being provided with the exact 
information that they needed, having the information and the legal process explained 
to them, and assistance with making decisions about their legal matter. Dennis said, 
They come in and their expectation is that they are going to find an 
attorney who will represent them [at the reference desk], or they’re 
going to at least find somebody who’s going to explain the law to them 
and tell them what they need to do and how to fill out the forms and 
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what they should do and where they should go. The tension that we 
have is they are not our primary patrons and, and we’re not set up to 
deal with that and we are not going to practice law. My own perspective 
is that I’m not insured to practice law anymore so I want to be very 
careful about that.  And it does create a problem. 
This problem seems to have a number of sources, from confusing the nature of 
the law library as an institution, to misunderstanding the role of law reference 
librarians. Beyond that, it is clearly exacerbated by the confusing and technical nature 
of legal procedures. In these cases, the participants spoke of having to lower the 
expectations of pro se library users, while also limiting the services they provide: 
Ursula:  They’ll come in and they go “I want the form so I can get 
divorced.”  Well, it‘s not just one form and when you’re trying to explain 
to somebody that, OK, step one, you’re going to need to take this ten 
page form and fill it out, and then you’re going to need to serve the 
other person, and the problem is you have to be careful how far you go 
because you, you can’t tell them how to fill it out and, you can’t tell 
them, you know, everything that they need to know about procedures. I 
mean, one of the standard things I can say is “if you’re going to do a 
motion, you need an order.” That’s procedural.  I can do that.  But, I 
can’t tell them what to put in it.  And, you know, they come in with the 
expectation that you are going to tell them everything they need to do.  
And, in fact, other people say, tell them that.  The clerks will say, “Well, 
go over to the law library, they’ll tell you what to do.”   
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Bethany:  Yeah, we have that same problem.   
Ursula:  And they come in with the expectation that you’re going to do it 
for them. 
Managing pro se expectations can include managing their uncertainty, as law 
librarians seek to reduce their certainty about the assistance they will receive. The 
expectations of pro se library users can also complicate the assistance process. 
It should not be surprising that pro se library users are, in many ways, a major 
source of uncertainty for law librarians. What is interesting about these results is the 
multi-faceted and dynamic array of ways in which pro se library users create 
uncertainty for law librarians, and the complex levels and amounts of appraisal and 
uncertainty management that must be engaged in, in response. 
Sources Of Uncertainty Arising From The Librarian And The Institution 
Pro se library users are a source of uncertainty for law librarians, but the 
position and role of the reference librarian within the institution, and their position 
in relation to the practice of law, are also sources of uncertainty. Among the issues 
that create this uncertainty are the ambiguous role of law reference librarians, the 
possible need to intervene with the library user about non-library issues, and 
insufficient legal knowledge on the part of the librarian. 
Ambiguous role of the law reference librarian. One would think that being a 
reference librarian would entail a clearly established set of roles with fairly constant 
boundaries. That might be true in some libraries, but law librarians clearly see looser 
 78 
 
borders, and situations in which their roles and obligations blend into those of other 
agencies and professionals. Role ambiguity was a clear source of uncertainty.  
Participants in the focus groups voiced concern about the uncertainty that 
arises because of ambiguous roles forced on them by dealing with pro se library users. 
This role ambiguity took two broad forms. The first arose out of dealing with people 
in distress or even crisis, and who needed services the law librarians could not 
provide. In this regard, the participants saw law libraries as “filling the slack of other 
social agencies.” This aspect of role ambiguity is discussed more fully in the next 
section. The second role ambiguity was that of being mistaken for an attorney who 
could dispense legal advice.  As one participant said, law librarians are “providing an 
illusion of legal service by giving a simple placebo.”  
The cause of the confusion concerning legal advice arises from the fact that pro 
se library users often do not understand the credentials of the librarian. They often 
assume that all law librarians are lawyers, or that being a law librarian qualifies one 
to give legal advice. Many law librarians are, in fact, lawyers who may or may not be 
licensed to practice law in the library’s jurisdiction; however, no law librarian wants 
to act as an attorney for library users. This leads to a lot of uncertainty among 
librarians about how to present, or hide, their actual credentials. The following 
discussion is representative of this problem: 
Carol:  [B]ut when they ask “are you an attorney?” Sometimes I really 
hesitate because then they think you’re going to say . . .   
James:  I lie, I lie. 
Carol:  I just don’t know, should I tell them yes or should I tell them no? 
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James:  No, you say no.   
Joan:   Yeah. 
James:  I’m not licensed, so I don’t have any problem with that.  I've 
never been licensed and . . .  
Carol:  But I am. I'm a current member of the Bar. 
James:  Yeah there’s a problem right there. 
Dennis:  But the thing is, if you’re barred then it's a totally different 
situation.  Like you, I'm not licensed and that’s what I tell them.  I say, 
“look I'm not licensed to practice law in New Jersey.” 
James:  Right. 
Dennis:  So, and that’s true.  So you need to talk to somebody else if 
that’s what you’re looking for. 
James:  Right. 
Dennis:  And that actually ends up, it's one of those strange situations 
where not being barred actually is some kind of an advantage.  You 
know, maybe the only situation. 
Joan:   Well, but you’re not working as an attorney.  In my situation 
even if you are barred, you’re working as a librarian.  And so I say, “I'm 
a librarian.” 
James:  Can't you just say “I am an attorney but my job here is to be a 
librarian.  I can't be your attorney.” 
Carol:  Right, but that still gives them some expectation… it maybe gives 
them the expectation that I'm providing a more reliable piece of 
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information than if they just think I'm a librarian or clerical person or 
whatever.   
In this instance, the participants can be seen as both attempting to create role 
boundaries, and also as attempting to manage the uncertainly of pro se library users 
by refuting the idea that they can or should give legal advice.  This is noticeable in the 
exchange above where direct questions about the librarian’s credentials are instead 
answered in a way that describes what the librarian can and cannot do for the user. 
Possible need for intervention. Law librarians in the focus groups of this study 
clearly saw themselves as often dealing with marginalized people. It is perhaps not 
surprising, given the nature of the user population under discussion, that the 
participants often felt that there ought to be another agency or service involved with a 
particular pro se library user.  Many pro se library users have other problems, or have 
legal problems that affect other aspects of their lives.  
 It was not uncommon for a participant to discuss a pro se library user whose 
legal issue involved domestic abuse, or child abuse and neglect, and issues of spousal 
and child abuse commonly came up during the focus groups. While discussing a lady 
who came to the reference desk with bruises she said were inflicted by her husband, 
Amy said, 
This is a crime, you’re not supposed to deal with this and this is a shock 
and you know, we work in a library . . .you’re supposed to not be dealing 
with this kind of stuff.  You’re not trained to deal with it. 
The nature of these problems varied, but clearly participants were concerned 
about what their role was, in addition to providing legal information. The question of 
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making some sort of referral related to the direct problem, as opposed to a legal 
referral, or even of directly intervening in the situation, was a difficult one for many 
participants. A participant occasionally related actually taking steps to intervene and 
involve another agency. Jocelyn said, 
This woman went to the library, and she got, you know, locked out, so 
that’s why I called Adult Protective Services. because this woman came 
in, she was an elderly lady in a wheelchair.  She said she could not lock, 
her landlord would not fix the lock on her apartment.  I thought, my 
God.  I have a woman who looks like she’s close to 100 years old.  This 
could be a potential elder abuse case.  I’ve just been told something that 
as a citizen I must respond to. 
Ursula told a similar story, this time relating to the apparent abuse of children: 
I had to call Child Protective Services once.  You know, because this 
woman was telling me about how her husband was treating their 
children.  And she says  “I’m just not going to do anything”.  She gave 
me her name and number because she had wanted me to do research 
and deliver it to her house because she was blind.  And I said “well, I 
can’t do that, you know”.  She says “well then my husband will just keep 
abusing our children”.  So I called Child Protective Services and 
explained the situation, because I thought once you know about child 
abuse in any way, you’re supposed to report it. 
Participants here can be seen as expressing uncertainty about their role as a 
librarian, as an employee of an organization, and as a person or citizen.  In each case, 
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though, they see the situation as exceeding what should be their normal role as a 
librarian. If they took action, it was most often out of a sense of obligation as a citizen. 
The question of whether or how to intervene in an emergency situation, such 
as abuse, was clearly an issue, but there were also situations in which the participants 
were dealing with people who were not in danger, but were being forced to handle 
some legal matter that the participants felt they should not be forced to deal with. For 
example, some participants simply expressed frustration that library users were being 
forced to pursue legal actions that they felt the government should be pursuing for 
them. 
Perry:  People come in with, like, housing code violations.  Well, you 
know, states should be enforcing housing codes.  You know, a person 
shouldn’t have to go to court to enforce the housing code. 
Dealing with pro se library users made participants feel, on the one hand, that 
they had to distance themselves from being seen as a lawyer or a legal expert, in order 
to avoid being seen as giving legal advice. On the other had, they had to deal with 
social and legal problems that they felt should be handled by other agencies and 
organizations. Their role as law reference librarians placed them in the ambiguous 
situation of needing to manage the expectations of users, and also of assessing 
whether they needed to act or intervene as a citizen out of concern for the basic needs 
of their users. 
Insufficient legal information. Law librarians who participated in the focus 
groups also expressed frustration at keeping abreast with, or even learning, enough 
about specifics in the law in order to assist users with their requests. One participant, 
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Dennis, worried because he often was “stumped” by a patron request. Some 
knowledge of law can be required to correctly handle a reference request, even if the 
knowledge is not communicated directly to the user. 
Another problem, in addition to knowing enough about law to handle 
reference requests, is making sure that the knowledge is current. One participant, 
Joan, was comparing herself to a colleague when she said, 
We both are active members of the Bar and we do take CLE [Continuing 
Legal Education] but we don’t keep up with everything, and that really 
concerns me because there have been some things that I’ve realized 
later that there’s a new procedure or a new way, you know, a new 
something that I then learn about, and so I know that I don’t know 
everything. So sometimes I wonder if she’s even giving out loaded 
advice based on when she went to law school, which is getting to be a 
while ago. 
This issue also points out the complicated relationship between the 
professional knowledge required to adequately serve users, and the need to avoid 
expressing actual expertise to users. Participants found themselves often needing 
fairly developed legal expertise in order to adequately assist the user, but also needing 
to exercise that knowledge in a way that was not obvious to the user, so as to avoid 
the appearance of legal expertise. 
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Uncertainty Appraisal 
Although identifying and managing uncertainty was a dominant theme in the 
focus groups, the act of appraising uncertainty was also in evidence in important 
ways. According to Brashers and Hogan (2008), uncertainty can be appraised as 
positive, negative, or neutral. The act of appraising allows a person to decide how to 
go about managing the uncertainty that arises from the situation. For participants in 
this study, two topics in particular were the subjects of much discussion about 
appraisal. Those topics were gauging the identity of users, and identifying “the line” 
between reference work and legal advice. 
Gauging Identity 
One of the biggest uncertainty issues raised by participants in the focus group 
was that of gauging the identity of pro se library users. Uncertainty about the status 
of the person requesting help was a major issue. The identity issue was prominent 
because appraisal of uncertainty about the identity of the user had to be done in real 
time. Appraisal was also important, and necessary, because pro se library users were 
seen as providing a special kind of risk for the librarian.   
In general, identity as a pro se library user was seen as a potential threat, and 
appraisal was aimed at reducing uncertainty. Participants wanted to know which of 
their users were pro se. As indicated above, simple appearance was not always a 
useful guide to identity. Because of this, participants spoke about treating all library 
users as pro se (i.e. with caution) unless proven otherwise. Joan said, “I just assume 
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they are [pro se]. I am very careful until I know.” Alternatively, participants simply 
tried to avoid the issue by deliberately not finding out the user’s identity. 
Olivia:  I say “I just don’t want to know who this person is, I’m just 
going to answer their question specifically as they ask it”. 
Bill:  I almost always take that approach at the beginning. If there’s a 
question that I can just answer exactly the way they’ve asked it, without 
breaking any of the rules that we have then I will try to answer it just as 
they’ve asked it.  
This approach will work when dealing with pro se library users themselves. 
The problem is that most law librarians are dealing with a diverse group of library 
users, including pro se library users, casual users, attorneys, students, court 
personnel, and so forth. Some attempts to ascertain user identity are thus needed, 
and sometimes the approach referenced above will require finessing the feelings of 
attorneys: 
Barry:  I differ from one of the other people here in how I approach pro 
[se users] versus lawyers at the beginning. I give them both the self-help 
books and the lawyer’s treatises. I start with the self-help books with the 
pro pers. I say, “these are a good way to get your, to get the vocabulary 
that you may need to use the index to the other things. All of these 
books are available to you, these will help you get a start.” 
Pat:  Wait, I have question. Are the lawyers not insulted if you give them 
a basic book? 
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Barry:  Oh.  I’m diplomatic. I say you can use these but hide them if you 
want. 
Pat:  My lawyers would be insulted. In fact I’ve had them be insulted. 
They say “I’m a lawyer, don’t give me that kind of book.” 
Joan:  It kind of depends on who they are. I’ve had them come in and 
say “I’ve got a question in an area I don’t know anything about.” Now at 
that point I might give them a self-help book and say, “this is written for 
non-attorneys but if you don’t know anything about the topic at all this 
is a good place to start.” 
Barry:  Sometimes being insulted is just being embarrassed about it. 
You can tell them “this will help. Read this and know what the clients 
are reading.”  
Pat:  When we do give them the pro se books we tell them if it doesn’t 
meet their needs we’ll get them something else. 
Appraising uncertainty about identity can be seen as a negative appraisal, in 
that pro se library users are perceived as posing a threat. In other words, of all of the 
possible identities of library users, pro se library users need to be identified in order 
to avoid the potential threat that pro se identity implies. In appraising identity for 
this threat, most participants want to reduce their uncertainty by identifying the pro 
se as such, and, as with the attorney in the example above, in doing so they prefer to 
err on the side of assuming pro se status in order to reduce their uncertainty and the 
threat associated with it. 
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Searching For “The Line” 
The literature indicates that a major issue for participants should be 
uncertainty about what reference activities might constitute unauthorized practice of 
law. This was certainly the case in the groups.  The participants discussed this 
problem most often in terms of “drawing the line” between reference work and legal 
advice. It was notable that this issue came up in every focus group session, and each 
time the concept was expressed in terms of line drawing. In addition, in each session 
there was much confusion and difference of opinion as to what constitutes legal 
advice, or where the line between reference work and legal advice really was. 
Appraisal of this uncertainty was a major topic of discussion. The following 
interchange is an example of the kind of discussion engendered by this issue: 
Sherry:  [W]e can’t give you advice.  We’d like to give options. So, if they 
were to come up to me and say I have a Section 8 hearing or something 
like that I will definitely say, well, you know, that might be this, it might 
be this, but you should really maybe start with this book, because then 
you can sit and you can read the whole thing.   
Jocelyn:  I guess I wouldn’t consider that being legal advice.  If someone 
asks me a direct question, like, “I have a Rule 8 hearing what’s that?”  I 
don’t consider it legal advice to pull out the Rule Book of Civil, or Rules 
of Criminal Procedure and say this is what the judge is talking about, 
Rule 8.  Read this over.   
Sherry:  I think that’s tough for us is because everybody’s got a different 
idea of what legal advice is. 
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Ursula:  Yeah, and then, that’s the problem.  There is no…even the 
courts haven’t decided how far you really go and . . . 
Jocelyn:  Yeah, they really haven’t.   
Ursula:  . . . what basically you end up having to do is you have to agree 
in your own library at how far and where that line is.  And I can tell you 
from our staff no one agrees where that line is. 
Participants commonly mentioned that their place of employment had a 
general policy on legal advice, but often felt it was too general. For more subtle issues, 
most participants drew the line based on their own assessment of what constituted 
legal practice and what did not. Disagreements on this were common, as were 
concerns about how colleagues were approaching the issue. 
 Bill:  [Other librarians] would all say that they don’t give legal advice, 
but their opinion of what that is and my opinion of what that is are 
different.  You know, we draw the line at different [places]. I think that 
telling someone “here’s the form you need right here” is giving them 
legal advice, and other people don’t seem to think that. 
The importance of searching for a group consensus was evident in the 
sessions, and remarks were made that indicated that as a group, the staff of a given 
library will have opinions on whether the actions of a particular librarian are 
appropriate. Jocelyn said,  
In fact we have someone who works with our reference staff, he’s a 
reference librarian, and we love him to death but he will sometimes go 
too far. That’s the consensus of the rest of us. 
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Discerning what constituted legal advice was an issue in which education and 
background made a difference. In the sessions, participants who had practiced law 
often drew on that experience as a way of appraising the uncertainty of what 
constitutes legal advice, although in varying ways. In some cases, it seemed that the 
experience of practicing law made the librarian acutely aware of the intricacies and 
risks of giving advice, and as a result more conservative about doing so. As an 
example of this point of view, Bethany said, 
[W]e actually have a difference of opinion among the librarians as to 
how much  assistance we can give.  I am pretty conservative from 
having worked as an attorney.  I just feel like we can't really fully 
address their [problem]. 
Others used this same experience as a foundation for drawing a much firmer 
line and providing assistance when others would not. Contrast the previous quote 
with the view of Bill, who also had practiced law: 
I find since I did practice law for a while, that that is helpful when I look 
at the problem, because then I know what it’s like to give somebody 
legal advice, and things like suggesting—I’ve seen comments by people 
saying you can’t even suggest subject headings—and I think that that is 
so far from what the real practice of law is, that I don’t have any 
hesitations about that. 
The wide range of opinions on what constitutes legal advice was troubling, and 
a source of uncertainty, for all participants, regardless of background. Obviously, if a 
clear line were to exist between reference service and legal advice, it would apply 
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equally to all librarians. In the absence of such a clear standard, participants were 
concerned not just with their own judgment about where the line was, but with where 
their colleagues were drawing the line. Participants were appraising their uncertainty 
on where the line is by comparing their own views with the actions of others. The 
views and actions of others served as both guidance and caution on the issue: 
Dennis:  I’ll recommend some sources for you and tell you how to use 
them, but that’s all I'm going to do.  But we definitely have librarians 
who will do much more, in terms of sitting with them and saying this is 
what you need right here.  [laughs] And I don’t feel comfortable with 
that, I think you’re probably misleading them a lot of times. It's not like 
I don’t want to be helpful but I just don’t think that we can adequately 
address the problem in the time we have. 
Such differences with colleagues in a given library were very common among 
participants, and were clearly a source of both conflict and anxiety. It was apparent 
that the issue was the subject of much discussion, and sometimes led to attempts to 
reach a consensus within the library. An interesting facet of such discussions was that 
the participants mentioned that the discussions had a particular aim of holding back 
those whose service model was more aggressive. 
James:  Some of the things that I've either seen or heard that most 
concern me don’t necessarily come from the reference librarians, but 
from the Circ desk, and even some of the law students staffing the Circ 
desk. [They are] crossing that line, I feel, or really trying to be overly 
helpful and getting stuck into something with a pro se patron. So we’ve 
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had a lot of discussions with our staff to try and come up with a 
consensus of how to handle it, trying to pull it back and be more 
conservative. 
As is common in an area of perceived risk, reducing uncertainty by taking a 
conservative stance on the issue was common. Often participants said that the 
administrators of their library took a very limited view of appropriate services for pro 
se library users. Tom spoke of the head of public services in his library saying that 
they should “give them as little as possible.” This attitude could extend to otherwise 
seemingly innocuous activities. Carol recalled being rebuked for reading a dictionary 
definition over the phone:  
[The director] heard me and said, “what are you doing?  We wouldn’t 
read the definition over the phone because what if they rely on that.”  
And I thought, oh my gosh, you know, because, what if you put an 
inflection in a wrong place or leave out a comma.  You know, reading it 
over the phone. I thought I was safe doing it.  I mean, I thought I knew. 
One approach to managing the uncertainty on this issue, used both by 
individual librarians and by their libraries, was to create lists of specifically 
prohibited activities. Thus the librarians might be prohibited from reading a 
definition over the phone, or from suggesting index terms of any kind. They also 
might be required to deliberately use an unrelated topic as an example when 
demonstrating how to use a particular legal tool for a pro se library user. In some 
cases, participants had lists of specific questions commonly posed by pro se library 
users that they simply refuse to answer. Ken said, 
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There are specific questions that we simply do not answer. “What is the 
statute of limitations on this?” I tell them “that is on the list of questions 
that I may not answer, but here is a book that will have some of them. 
But the statutes of limitations are in many places in the library, here are 
some of them, here’s a good index.” 
Uncertainty on this issue was exacerbated by the fact that participants saw the 
line between legal advice and reference work as not only vague and undefined, but 
also as a relatively changing and situational concept. This added a deeper level of 
complexity to the issue, and worked against having simple, pat answers of policies 
regarding legal advice. This problem is demonstrated by the following exchange: 
Anne:  Determining where the line is sort of a continuing process. It 
flows and changes sometimes. I mean there are some absolutes, no 
question about it. We are constantly working with what is the line. 
Where is the line. We’re constantly fine-tuning just where it is. 
Bill:  Making a judgment as to where the line is—making a judgment is 
one of the indices of what constitutes being a professional. You hire 
professionals to make judgments, and to apply principles to facts. 
Joan:  I just don’t know if I think the line is a bright line. 
Bill:  It isn’t, it isn’t. 
Ann:  But I think Bill’s point is that because we are professionals we can 
gauge where it will be and it will change from person to person. 
Bill:  I was thinking that somebody else had gone too far, or in how she 
was describing how she does her work, and somebody else said “we all 
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make our own professional judgment as to where that line is” and I 
thought, that’s right, of course. 
Uncertainty about the line between legal advice and reference work is clearly 
chronic in nature. Because the courts have given no clear answer, law librarians are 
left to their own devices in resolving the issue. The problem is that the risk of giving 
legal advice creates role conflict, in that it restricts the services that reference 
librarians would otherwise provide.  
This role conflict can be seen in the discussion during one session about how 
law librarians are perceived by librarians in public libraries. In this case, the 
participants discussed the perception that the dangers of law as a topic are not 
understood by other librarians. For this reason they sometimes feel judged in a 
negative way, particularly by librarians in public libraries. Phyllis said, 
I have had some exposure to public librarians and I’ve done a little bit of 
interaction with them on helping with the pro ses, and their core value 
is, “oh, how many wrinkles are in an elephant’s ear.” “Oh, here, let me 
look it up for you.” And so their whole concept of finding the answer for 
the person is finding the thing they want, and they don’t understand 
that in the law there isn’t the answer and maybe you shouldn’t even be 
trying….And so they don’t have an understanding of what [they] should 
or shouldn’t be doing at all.  And they think [about law librarians], oh, 
well, isn’t it horrible that you’re not just giving them the answer.   
Not surprisingly, the issue of identifying the line between legal advice and 
reference service emerged as one of the main sources of uncertainty for law 
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librarians. As an issue, it presented special appraisal and uncertainty management 
issues. First, because no clear and definitive answer on the issue is possible, and 
opinions as to where the line is vary among librarians. Second, because resolving the 
uncertainty by reducing services to pro se library users is in direct conflict with the 
service ethic of most law librarians. 
In contrast with appraising the uncertainty of a user’s identity, the line 
between legal advice and reference service is not capable of being resolved in a 
satisfactory way. It is a problem with no definite answer. As a negative appraisal, law 
librarians are seeking to reduce uncertainty about the issue, but uncertainty cannot 
actually be reduced beyond a certain point. In response, many participants spoke of 
taking very conservative stances on the topic, hoping to stay on the reference side of 
the line by defining allowable reference services very narrowly, and legal advice very 
broadly. 
Management Of Uncertainty By Law Librarians 
The data indicate that law librarians actively work to manage uncertainty in 
reference interactions with pro se library users. Management efforts were quite 
intentional, although participants may not have seen them as managing uncertainty 
per se. Methods for managing uncertainty were varied, and had varied goals. 
Participants told of seeking information about the user, in order to be sure of their 
status as a liability threat. Once identified as a pro se library user participants would 
manage the interaction by explaining limits, using stock phrases, and providing 
information. Participants also managed the uncertainty present in these interactions 
 95 
 
by managing time and maintaining distance. Each of these management techniques 
will be examined in turn. 
Seeking Information About The User 
Because it was important to know whether a library user was pro se, 
participants would seek information about the user, although usually without asking 
directly. Most users seemed to signal their pro se status by announcing that they had 
a legal problem. When they did not do so, some participants talked about making an 
“educated guess” or assuming that a user was pro se unless they were informed 
otherwise. When participants did inquire about user status, the most common, and 
most direct, technique was to ask “is this question for your own legal situation?” The 
upshot of all of this was to reduce uncertainty about user status through presented 
information, appraisal, or simple assumption. 
Explaining Limits 
To control expectations and bring certainty to the interaction, participants 
spoke often of taking steps to make limits clear in their interactions with pro se 
library users. As Ursula put it: 
I'm trying to find a happy medium of you know, being nice, being 
receptive, but also kind of telling them up front the limits. Like, “you’re 
welcome to use our library, we may have some resources but there’s a 
limited amount that I can really do for you.”   I think that works some of 
the time. 
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Explaining limits included refusing to do a full reference interview. This was 
often accomplished by moving the user to library resources as soon as possible. 
Another approach to explaining limits was to compare what the user was requesting 
with what an attorney would provide. 
Joan:  I can't do an interview.  I don’t have time to do an interview. I'm 
not a licensed attorney to do an hour interview.  I will tell them . . .  
James:  And do you use that language? 
Joan:  Yeah, I will tell them, “if you went to an attorney with this 
problem he would interview you for an hour, to get all the background 
and all the facts.”  I mean, I don’t always say all these things; it just kind 
of depends on the interaction and how it goes. 
Another approach was a form of the “reality check” described earlier. In this 
case the librarian would try to describe to the pro se library user the scope of the 
project they were asking about, including the difficulty of using the library materials 
they would need to solve their problem. 
Jocelyn:  I would try to say just very quickly, this is a research project 
you’ve presented to me.  This question or this legal situation you are in.  
You have a legal research project.  This is a good handbook to start in. If 
it's family law we’ve got some good practice materials for Kansas that 
they can use. But I tell them these were written for attorneys, they’re 
not always going to be in a language easily understood by you, because 
they’re not written for you.  But here they are and luckily there are a lot 
of forms in these books too, that you might be able to use.  I won’t give 
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them; I won’t point to which form they need.  I’d say, “here you need to 
look through here and see if any of these will fit your situation.”  You 
know the facts of your case the best.   
Participants were very clear about their need to make the limits of service clear 
to pro se library users. Such limits can be seen as a preemptive strike against 
activities or requests that could be interpreted as legal advice. As such, service limits 
served to manage uncertainty by restricting the realm of potentially problematic 
activities. 
Stock Phrases 
Another popular technique for managing uncertainty was the use of stock 
phrases. Stock phrases are standardized language used to respond to user questions 
or address a given situation. Such phrases allowed the participants to use language 
that they felt was safe for the situation and had been vetted in advance. Some 
participants had stock phrases they had developed personally, or had learned from 
other librarians. Others had stock phrases that had been supplied by their supervisor 
or institutions. Virtually all of the participants made use of stock phrases in some 
form. Bill said, 
I say “here’s what I can do for you. Here are the books on your topic, 
and here’s the chapter that you seem to be describing, and this may help 
you.” We’ve got all of those caveats in there “this may help you”. I don’t 
say this is what you need. And they say “Is this what I need?” And I say, 
“you have to decide that”. We’re not even supposed to answer questions 
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as to what a word means, and I have people come and “say what does 
this mean?” and sometimes we bend it if it’s so obvious, but I send them 
to the dictionary, or I take them to the dictionary so they won’t think 
that I’m just being lazy about it. 
One of the purposes of stock phrases is to reduce uncertainty about what can 
be said without causing problems. In fact, many of the stock phrases related by 
participants during the sessions were phrases that they could not say, usually paired 
with an approved alternative. Carol said, 
We’re not allowed to say, “Oh yes, the form you need is on the web 
page” even though it is.  We say, “Oh, have you checked the self-service 
legal center?  You might want to look at that.”  You know, we have 
certain phrasing we have to use and exactly what they need is on that 
computer. 
Stock language also can be used to present a narrative or story that attempts to 
place in context what the pro se library user is attempting to do. This functions 
almost as a morality tale or warning about the complexities and difficulty of self-
representation. 
Tom:  I tell them that we have people who come into the library who 
represent themselves, who have been very successful but it's because 
they’ve spent time in the library. They’ve taken the time to do their 
homework and to understand, and I will tell them also that if they file 
suit and they get some law firm or attorney on the other side, I said 
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they’re going to use all these rules of procedure so you need to know 
them.   
Another common use of stock phrases is to create boundaries and thereby fend 
off users who are trying to push the librarian into areas that are inappropriate. 
Bill:  One thing they also say, when I say “I can't give you legal advice”, 
they say “oh this isn’t legal advice.”  So I tell them, “I get to decide what 
is legal advice,” and we’ve come up, there’s two of us that do reference 
and we’ve come up with some stock phrases like, you know, because 
people want to write their own will and we tell them “if you make a 
mistake you can't fix it because you’ll be dead.” 
Ultimately, the use of stock language was intended to create boundaries, and 
therefore certainty, for the law librarian. They were also a signal to the pro se library 
user that the legal system is not easy or accessible for non-lawyers, and that they are 
taking risks that they cannot put off on the law librarian. 
Tom:  Because the system is not set up, and I can’t do anything about it.  
You know, it’s not my job.   
Janice:  If you wire your house by yourself . . . 
Tom:  Then I deserve it to burn down. 
Stock phrases were used to manage uncertainty by providing librarians with 
language that had been “pre-tested”, as a means of setting limits and resisting 
requests for legal advice. As rhetorical devices, stock phrases are intended to achieve 
one of three goals. One goal is to provide direction or an answer that would otherwise 
be seen as inappropriate in an appropriate or safe way; in essence to hint at the 
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answer without saying it outright. Another is to try to put the user’s request into a 
broader legal context. Finally, many stock phrases are intended to both provide a firm 
answer, and foreclose further debate or argument on the issue. 
Providing Information 
The goal of any librarian is to provide users with the information they seek, at 
least to the extent possible. Law librarians seek to do this too, in spite of the apparent 
obstacles present in an interaction with a pro se library user. The success participants 
had in connecting users with real information varied widely depending on the user, 
their question, and the nature and tone of the interaction. In the end though, most 
participants mentioned trying to leave every user with something of potential value. 
This could be a treatise or handbook, a book of forms, or even just a list of legal 
referral agencies. The point was to be sure that the user got something they could use 
as they pursued their issue. 
Bethany:  I try to always present them with something, even if it's only a 
brochure or a business card for legal aid.  Just so that they’re getting 
something.  Especially if they have been ping-ponged around to ten 
other offices all day.   
Easily the most commonly sought type of information mentioned in the focus 
groups was legal forms. Many pro se library users have the impression that the 
practice of law is based on forms, and that finding and filling out the proper form is 
all that is required for self-representation. In fact, the availability, and usability, of 
legal forms is much more variable than that. Still, participants did what they could to 
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provide forms when they were available, and forms were an important way of 
managing the pro se interaction. 
Ursula:  We’re very lucky in Maryland to have a number of form books 
that are you know, sample forms. Not a whole lot, I mean some of the 
official court forms, not a lot, there’s even a domestic relations area. But 
even [with] the samples you can say like, this is a sample you know.  It's 
for Maryland but it's still not like you can just take this and cross it out 
and put your name on it. 
Barry:  We do have a set of formbooks where…they’re not the kind that 
you fill out, but, you know…the civil forms particularly get heavily used.  
So, we can refer them to those.  And some forms, mainly the domestic 
relations ones are on-line.  But, yea, we’ll refer them to them on-line 
and then if they want something more we have a whole collection of 
Nolo [a legal self-help publisher] books, and we do then occasionally 
say in the bookstores, you know, they sell forms, too. 
Another important aspect of providing information had to do with the 
question of guiding a user who was heading off in the wrong direction. It was not 
uncommon for participants to mention a situation in which the user has made it clear 
that they misunderstand a concept or have headed down the wrong research path. 
Since correcting such a problem overtly is universally seen as giving legal advice, 
participants were unable to simply tell the user that they were wrong. Some 
participants managed their uncertainty by simply taking the user at face value, and 
not trying to correct the mistake. 
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James:  One would make that interpretation [that the user is on the 
wrong path] and not change the direction of where they’re going, 
because we’re not allowed to do that.  If they say, “I have an Indiana 
case, show me the federal statutes,” [the user appears to be confusing 
state and Federal law] I might say, “well, now are you sure you want 
that”.  But, we’ll show them the federal statutes if that’s what they asked 
for.  We won’t say, “hey you don’t need this, you need this”.  
Other participants felt more comfortable helping the user find the right 
information, but would try to do so in an indirect way. Ideally the user would discover 
their error through prodding and hints, and therefore not have received advice from 
the librarian. 
Jocelyn:  I will ask a few questions to try and get a sense and if they are 
asking for the wrong [thing]. I will direct them.  I will say, “maybe you 
need to look at this book”.  No, I won’t bring them there.  I would say 
“look at these books.  Sit down here and look at these and I’ll come back 
later and, and see how you’re doing.”   
Regardless of the approach taken, participants were acutely aware of the 
difficulty of the pro se library user’s task, and the complexity of the materials that are 
available. The following is a typical expression of the frustration involved: 
Olivia:  Well, part of it is there are no easy answers.  Even if the person 
comes in with a really quick easy question. The law is very complicated 
and that quick easy question, if they leave out one fact, can become a 
horrible nightmare of a legal issue. But the Nolo book at least presents 
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all of divorce law and not just a frequently asked questions on a web 
page. Like, if I want to get custody of my child I need this form.  Well, 
you might need that form but then there are, you know, 50 other 
reasons why you don’t need the form.  So at least in the Nolo book is 
written in plain English.  I think that’s a useful tool.  If there isn’t a Nolo 
book then unfortunately you have to send them to an encyclopedia that 
is written for attorneys and then what they really need is Blacks [law 
dictionary], you know, and the encyclopedia, and I don’t know what else 
because they need the text book on whatever topic that is.  Because 
there’s just no way for them to get any easy answer. 
Managing Time 
As reflected in the literature, participants were very wary of the amount of 
time pro se library users could demand of the reference staff. As a result, one of the 
methods of managing uncertainty was to carefully manage the amount of time that 
was made available to pro se library users. One of the purposes of such strict time 
maintenance was to avoid giving the impression that the librarian was getting 
involved with the pro se library user’s situation. 
Bethany:  I try to get the self represented litigant to work right away 
because if I stay there with them and sit down with them they’re going 
to want to start telling me their story and they’re going to expect more 
from me.  I mean, if somebody listens to you for ten or fifteen minutes 
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you sort of expect well, why are they listening to me, they must be going 
to give me some good advice. 
On the other hand, participants were sensitive to the realities of providing 
reference services, and rebelled at the idea of strict time limits when serving pro se 
library users. 
Perry:  Because [the director] was upstairs and wasn’t by the reference 
desk she didn’t really even set the policy.  One time we were having 
problems and she said all questions should be handled, you shouldn’t 
take longer than five minutes, and we said, “[director], that’s not reality.  
I’m sorry.  It doesn’t work that way.  It takes that long to walk to some 
parts in the library.”  And it was actually kind of an interesting 
discussion of people who were working day to day on the reference desk 
telling the poor director what was required with their job.  You know, 
unfortunately, as soon as people get into administration off the 
reference desk they lose that understanding. 
Frustrating supervisors aside, time management was mentioned frequently as 
a management technique with pro se library users, particularly as a way of 
maintaining distance. 
Maintaining Distance 
The participants made it clear that a key method for managing uncertainty was 
to maintain distance from pro se library users. The distance was personal, emotional, 
and even physical. Participants consciously avoided learning the names of regular pro 
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se library users, tried not to hear the particular facts of their situation, and did not 
follow up on previous reference interactions. For instance, the following exchange 
shows attitudes about learning user’s names: 
Tom:  We have nicknames [laughs] for the, you know the people that 
are in a lot.  But, it’s usually in a, kind of a friendly way, but a way to 
identify them, but it also distances. I try not to learn the names but 
we’ve had fellows who have gone, they have worked with them more, 
learn their names, become more friendly with them. 
Jocelyn:  You don’t want to learn their names and you get the wanted 
poster from the police.  [laughs]. 
Names were one concern, but participants were quite firm about avoiding 
learning the details of a user’s case. There was a very real fear that allowing a user to 
fully explain their situation would give rise to an expectation that the librarian was 
responding with concrete answers to their problems; in effect giving legal advice. 
Ken:  I feel with pro ses, the less I know about their personal situation, 
the better.  And I tell them that.  I just don’t have time to listen to their 
question and if they want me to help them they need to get to the point 
right away and part of it is because I’m licensed to practice law and I 
don’t want them to get the impression that I need to know the facts.  
And it makes me very uncomfortable and nervous to know any sort of 
personal information about them so I stop them and I say I know 
usually you want to tell somebody everything you want to know.  But 
not in our situation, because I can’t give you legal advice.  
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Another of the perceived dangers of learning personal information about a pro 
se library user was the perceived risk that it would create an inappropriate 
relationship with the pro se library user. 
Melinda:  I don’t want to know their personal information because I 
think that sort of starts to create a relationship that I don’t want to have 
as a librarian with them.  And that’s why I think that would never 
happen to me because I would have never asked those questions and in 
a sense that’s, that is sad because I wouldn’t have been able to help 
them but on the other hand that’s not my job.   
Information avoidance has been well documented as an uncertainty 
management technique (Brashers et al., 2000), so its use by law librarians should not 
come as a surprise. In the examples here, it is being used not so much to avoid an 
uncomfortable or unwanted certainty, but as a method of maintaining distance and 
controlling barriers that are being used to avoid legal advice.  
Maintaining distance involved a variety of techniques, but one popular 
approach was to take the user’s request at face value, without either clarifying or 
correcting the user’s intent. Participants using this technique would provide what the 
user requested, if possible, without questioning whether that was what the user 
actually needed, and usually without following up in any way. 
Bill:  I never follow up with them.  If they come back to me I, being the 
mean guy, they are not our primary patron group and I don’t mislead 
them; I'm actually trying to be really nice to them, but you know my 
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deal is basically to deal with them as efficiently as I can and get rid of 
them and I'm sorry if that’s mean. 
Another distancing technique was to maintain a physical distance from the pro 
se library user. Clearly this had an important psychological meaning for participants. 
Occasionally controlling physical distance was intended to ameliorate any sense of 
physical threat from the pro se library user, but in other situations it was a way to 
control the interaction. Some participants used physical distance as a communication 
device. 
Dennis:  I really, really rely on having that physical desk between me 
and the patron. 
Hannah:  Yeah, I don’t have that. I've got floor and tables. 
Dennis:  I think I would actually be really, really lost in a situation like 
that.  Just trying to figure out how do I just physically approach the 
situation, you know.  And I'm glad that there’s this barrier and that I've 
got the computer in front of me and that I can turn the monitor to show 
the patron if I choose to or not. It means that I'm in control of the 
transaction, I'm directing just the physical layout and that helps me 
resolve a lot of these questions of how do I handle this. 
Amy:  Right next to the reference desk is all of the pro se materials, so 
we don’t even have to leave from behind the desk.  You can just point if 
we feel like it, in that situation.  And we’ve got a monster reference desk. 
The importance of physical distancing and the physical environment at the 
reference desk came up often in the focus groups. Its use in managing uncertainty 
 108 
 
seems to be restricted to using distance to create barriers, but there were clearly other 
factors and aims at work in those situations. 
Challenges To Appraising And Managing Uncertainty 
Appraisal and management of uncertainty at the law library reference desk 
takes place within the context of the law library, and within the constraints of the 
institution and the legal profession. This environment raises a number of challenges 
to appraising and managing uncertainty. Some of the challenges identified in the 
focus groups included compassion fatigue, user activities, and institutional factors. 
Compassion Fatigue 
Compassion fatigue was a concept that came up spontaneously at several of 
the focus group sessions. Compassion fatigue is a phenomenon affecting caregivers 
that has been identified and studied in health care and other emergency services 
environments. It has been described as “a stress response that emerges suddenly and 
without warning and that includes characteristics such as a sense of helplessness and 
confusion, feelings of isolation from supporters and symptoms that are often 
disconnected from their real cause” (Huggard, 2003, p. 163). There is no literature 
that indicates that compassion fatigue has been identified or studied as a 
phenomenon affecting librarians. 
The mention of compassion fatigue in the focus groups appears to have arisen 
out of a popular culture understanding of the idea, and differed from the definition 
given above. In the focus groups, compassion fatigue was seen as something that 
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caused librarians to stop caring about users or their information needs. Amy 
described it this way: 
I was reading an article about compassion fatigue, which is something 
that nurses go through. Toward the end of the day if I’ve had people 
coming at me or yelling at me, and I have compassion fatigue, my 
nosiness level has dropped, my helpfulness level has dropped 
somewhat, and I’ll just give them what they’re asking, or something like 
that, I don’t get as personally dedicated or involved. But if I didn’t want 
to deal with the public eight hours a day, there are other jobs available. I 
think that people who are in jobs that deal with the public to some 
extent have chosen to be there. 
Although Amy saw this as a response to being overloaded by users and their 
concerns, there were others who took a more global approach to the idea. In their 
case, rather than seeing compassion fatigue as something that arises after a long day, 
they saw the concept as one inherent in the job of being a reference librarian, and in 
their choice of that career. Tom explained this point of view: 
[W]hat I have is probably not compassion fatigue, it's more burnout. 
I'm not, ‘I don’t want to listen to this’, their story, [it’s just] that’s why I 
didn’t want to practice law, I mean, I like to do the research, I like to 
find the answer. It's all about me.  It's not about them. 
Regardless of how the definition of compassion fatigue as presented in the 
data here squares with the health care literature on the topic, the fact remains that 
the participants in the focus group were expressing a level of stress that arose out of 
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the difficulties inherent in serving pro se library users. This stress was perceived to 
affect them emotionally, and to have a resulting effect on how they went about their 
jobs.   
While in a state of compassion fatigue, or burnout, participants were less likely 
to try to resolve identity issues, or try to discern what level of service was appropriate. 
Instead, as mentioned by Amy above, participants would retreat to a very 
conservative approach to serving users. As such compassion fatigue created a 
challenge to managing uncertainty. 
Pressures From Users 
Pressures put forth by pro se library users also created challenges to managing 
uncertainty for law librarians. Users who were overly insistent, or pushy, were a 
problem. These behaviors caused much discomfort for the participants, and were 
situations in which the librarian’s attempts to actively manage the interaction became 
apparent.  
One form of the problem was the “pushy” pro se library user who wanted legal 
advice, and would not accept that the librarian could not answer the question or 
provide the requested information. Another form was the user who was simply 
certain that they could get what they wanted, often because some other agency or 
office had told them that the law library would supply it. Management activities 
varied, but participants commonly spoke of “stepping back” or disengaging from the 
interaction. 
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Many participants expressed frustration with users who “pushed” them by 
asking repeatedly for answers that constituted legal advice. When told that they could 
not give legal advice, some users insisted their question did not involve legal advice, 
and therefore should be answered. At other times, the user would repeatedly ask the 
same question, either in slightly different forms or addressed to different staff 
members, in hopes of getting an answer. The following exchange highlights this 
problem: 
Dennis:  …but they keep coming back or they keep really pushing you, 
you know.  “I know you can't give me legal advice but I just want to 
know what my rights are.” 
[group laughs] 
Joan:  So, internally when that happens, what are you thinking, um, can 
I just close the door and run away from this person?  What are you 
thinking as far as how you manage that? 
Dennis:  I usually get probably more, not forceful, but a little more firm 
with telling them that I can't give them legal advice and then maybe 
even turn towards, you know, we do have some attorney referral 
information if you’re interested in that. 
The need to deflect persistent users was clearly stressful for participants, and 
was a common theme. A corollary of this was the user who was very certain that they 
would get the assistance that they wanted if they persisted, regardless of the feelings 
of the law librarian: 
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Olivia:  A lot of my pro se visitors are very certain about what they want 
and what I am going to do for them because somebody down the hall 
has told them that I will give them the form to do whatever. 
Bill:  That drives me nuts. They say “the clerk’s office said you could 
help me fill out this form” and I try to tell them I can’t but they won’t 
listen. And they won’t quit. I try to explain that just because other 
people say that we can do something doesn’t mean we can, but they 
don’t want to hear it. I told one lady that the clerk’s office doesn’t define 
what we do, and she said “I’m going to go tell them that you won’t do 
your job.” I said “fine.” Because they shouldn’t be saying that anyway. 
A common thread in these interactions is an attempt by the librarian to 
maintain boundaries and define an appropriate role in the face of opposition or 
persistent inappropriate requests from the user. Most participants addressed these 
issues directly with the user, by refusing to answer or by explaining why the request 
could not be met. However some users were especially persistent, and in such cases 
one response to these user challenges was to disengage from the interaction, even if 
the user had not been served. 
Bethany:  At some point I have very definitely stepped back.  So if they 
have taken the materials and reached an incorrect conclusion, I may 
never know it. Because at that point I have disengaged. 
Participants often found themselves in an oppositional relationship with users, 
because the users expected forms of assistance that law librarians simply cannot 
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provide. This situation was clearly a source of stress for the participants, and was 
managed by being firm, and by withdrawing from the interaction. 
Institutional And Other Factors 
The nature of law libraries as institutions creates challenges to managing 
uncertainty, as do other situational factors. Challenges arose from the nature of 
institutional roles and missions, the requirements of the courts and legal system, and 
even from the status of users. Participants spoke of dealing with limitations imposed 
by their institutions, as well as problems arising from users who were represented by 
an attorney. 
Limitations imposed by others. As mentioned above, institutional rules are 
often used to reduce uncertainty about appropriate activities at a law library 
reference desk. It is quite common that the institution will often define legal advice 
very broadly, and try to use that definition to limit the kinds of assistance that 
librarians can provide to pro se library users. This forces librarians to offer help 
within constraints that are often not of their choosing: 
Melinda:  You feel sorry for them and you want to help them but you 
know, you’re not allowed to.  Because we’ve got very strict rules by what 
we can help them by.  You know, you’re not supposed to give…I mean 
we’re pretty firm on what we consider legal advice and what we consider 
directional. 
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Pat:  We will help them to a certain extent, although there are various 
ways, but again, our head of public services is a little bit more of “we 
need to give them really as little as possible.” 
In some cases such limitations were not just a matter of institutional policy, 
but were the result of specific concerns about a librarian’s behavior. In some cases a 
participant had been specifically warned about providing too much help. 
Ken:  But, I don’t think we should be hopping on [Westlaw] for a pro se, 
and my head of public services has kind of asked me to back off because 
I’ve kind of been on it…[He] put in our instructions “you shouldn’t be 
doing this”, but we have one librarian in particular who keeps doing it.  
With the guy who was brain damaged she is on there looking stuff up.  
She is running searches, and I’m like, “John says just back off of it.” 
In addition to institutional concerns and pressure, many participants felt that 
limited service was simply more realistic, and provided a better indication of what the 
library could actually do for the pro se library user. 
Bethany:  I have always felt that we’re providing an illusion of legal 
service by giving a simple placebo.  “Here’s some information.”  We 
won’t bother with trying to train you how to use [citation tools] even 
though we have a public account . . . 
These institutional restrictions reduced uncertainty by fiat, but in doing so 
were a challenge to the librarian’s efforts to manage uncertainty in each interaction. 
In many of the instances where institutional limits were mentioned, it was clear that 
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the participant would have managed the uncertainty involved differently or come to a 
different conclusion about the service being provided. 
Patrons represented by an attorney. Dealing with library users who were 
represented by an attorney was another challenging issue mentioned by participants 
when managing uncertainty. In theory such users pose less of a risk of liability 
because they are represented by someone who is protecting their legal interests, but 
the legal and ethical implications of their situation is unclear. Such users also had 
varying motivations for doing research. In some cases, these people were checking up 
on their attorney, but in others the attorney had sent their client to do research.  In 
either case, participants felt that this a complicating factor in trying to help the user, 
and generally voiced disapproval. 
Bethany: What about the person who comes in and, and you ask them, 
and they may say “I do have an attorney but he told me to come in and 
research”? 
Tom:  Oh, I hate those attorneys.  I think those are the worst, because it 
pisses me off that an attorney would do that. 
Bethany:  If you assert yourself into that relationship, you know, I worry 
about being part of that attorney-client relationship.  That to me makes 
me much more uncomfortable.   
In the end users who are represented by an attorney provide many of the same 
legal and ethical issues for law librarians, and were therefore a similar source of 
uncertainty. The fact that they had an attorney was a complicating factor that 
provided a challenge in managing uncertainty. 
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Managing Challenges 
Managing the challenges that arose out of uncertainties present in a reference 
interaction generally involved either creating boundaries with users, or finding ways 
to accommodate institutional limitations. When the issue was challenges from users, 
participants generally told of limiting services, managing the physical environment, 
becoming firmer in their replies, or of offering referrals. When resolving institutional 
limitations participants often became indirect in their responses, and used other 
methods to defer the user.  
Limiting service. Because of the unresolved uncertainty about what constitutes 
legal advice, and because of the personal and social issues raised by pro se library 
users, participants all found themselves intentionally limiting services to pro se 
library users. However, limiting service was controversial, and there was much 
disagreement about how and when to do so, and to what extent. Participants were 
conflicted about a number of things, including the amount of information to provide, 
by the differing service models present in law libraries open to the public, and even 
about such seemingly trivial issues as whether to sit or stand during reference 
interactions. 
Many participants tried to limit the amount of time they spent with pro se 
library users, and the amount of information they provided, in case their assistance 
might be misinterpreted as legal advice. Sherri described the issue this way: 
It's an ongoing problem in our library because we actually have 
differences of opinion among the librarians as to how much assistance 
we can give.  I'm pretty much limited to, like, I’ll recommend some 
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sources for you and tell you how to use them, but that’s all I'm going to 
do. It's not our primary mission…even if it were in any library situation, 
I just don’t see how you can spend the time with them that you really 
need to spend to really address their questions. 
Sherri was limiting herself to specific tasks, although she was sensitive to the 
issue of time in the interactions. Limiting time was a popular approach among 
participants, and other participants put much more specific limits on the services 
they would offer to pro se library users, including specific time limits: 
Carol:  I try to limit it to five minutes, but at the end of five minutes I’ve 
got an idea of what they think they’re going to learn and also whether 
they are going to be capable of dealing with whatever material I present 
to them, on their own.   
One way this challenge manifested itself was in trying to decide how to be 
realistic about the information need of the pro se library user. When, in the librarian’s 
view, the user was embarking on a huge task, the question was raised whether it was 
better to try to “scare” them with the overwhelming nature of the task, or to try to 
assist the user as best they could. 
Dennis:  I have to say, sometimes I can present the exact same 
information and make it sound scary or make it sound kind of guided, 
you know, and when do I do which? When do I really make it sound 
overwhelming and when do I make it sound OK, here’s the resources 
and if you just spend the time maybe you’ve got a chance.  You know, 
and that’s hard to know when to do that. When people come in and 
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have something very simple, I feel a little bit more comfortable helping 
them.  But, when they come in with a really complex problem I’m torn 
between showing them how complicated it is, sort of scare them away 
from it, and then just figuring out some other ways to get rid of them.   
In taking this approach, the librarian was also tacitly deciding to actively 
manage the user’s uncertainty. The essence of emphasizing the “scary” aspect of the 
task was simply an attempt to make the user uncertain about their own ability to 
successfully reach their goal. Notice that this approach does not necessarily involve 
obfuscation. In fact, in some cases it might involve just the opposite: Instead of 
hiding the difficulty of the task facing the pro se library user, the librarian might 
emphasize the reality of it. In any event, the purpose of the approach is to create or 
reinforce uncertainty on the part of the user. 
Managing the physical environment. In interactions where power, control, 
and safety are active issues, the physical setup of the reference desk, and the physical 
posture to which that setup relegates the librarian become matters of concern. 
Because of this, the physical positions of the librarian and user were seen as a 
challenge to managing uncertainty. In one exchange, Joan and Dennis discussed the 
relative effects of sitting and standing during a reference interview: 
Joan:   [I]t may be just the physical layout of my space but I find that 
when I'm standing over people I'm not as able to understand what it is 
they’re there for, as when I'm on their level. So I sit down, I try to sit. 
Dennis:  You know, and I really think this question of your physical 
bearing at the reference station is incredibly, incredibly influential.  It 
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reminds me there is one significant difference between me and the 
other reference librarians on the staff … I'm the only one who stands, 
you know.  Because, I'm not a particularly tall person to begin with, 
right, so I don’t want to be kind of sitting and removed.  But I also, I 
really, really rely on having that physical desk between me and the 
patron. 
Joan was putting forward the idea that being on the same level is a 
communication issue, and therefore she will sit if the user is sitting, in order to put 
herself “on their level.” Dennis seems to be relying on standing as more of a security 
issue, providing him with power during the interaction. Standing up was also cited as 
a way of controlling the reference interview itself, including ending it. 
Dennis:  I can get them moving in a direction with materials you know, 
whether it's the rules or the civil procedure, the locals that they need, or 
get them into a digest if they want to find cases and then I step back and 
if they need more help they can always come back over to the reference 
desk.  We also have a desk that they can sit on the other side of me and 
I've used the technique of standing when I'm . . .  
Joan:  When you’re done. 
Dennis:  Sort of cue them that it's time for them to go get the materials. 
Carol:  You know, that is the useful aspect of sitting down.  Because 
then you can stand.  You have the freedom to get back up and do 
something else. 
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These excerpts demonstrate how the participants use physical movement, 
including standing and sitting, as ways of communicating with the user, and to 
control aspects of the communication. These are also tools for limiting service. As 
such, these movements become part of managing uncertainty, both for themselves, 
and with the user. 
Being firm and making referrals. When faced with users who were pushy or 
overly certain about the level of service they could receive, participants spoke of 
becoming firm in their replies and in setting boundaries. One participant, when faced 
with users who claimed that their question did not ask for legal advice, simply replied 
“I will decide what legal advice is”. Others took similar approaches, invoking library 
rules or even legal concepts to manage the user: 
Bill:  I tell them, “It’s not just against the rules here for me to answer 
that. It’s against the law. The law says I can’t give legal advice, so my 
hands are tied.” 
Participants would also suggest to pushy users that they might want to talk to 
an attorney rather than a law librarian. Almost all participants acknowledged having 
a list of possible referrals available to give to users. Amy said, 
I have no problem coming out and telling some pro se patrons, “look, if 
you want to win this you better just invest the money in hiring a lawyer 
because I can't help you beyond what I've already done.   I don’t know 
that you’re going to be able to solve this. I think a lot of lawyers would 
have difficulty solving this, so if this is something that is really 
important to you it may be worthwhile in making that investment in 
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time and money and effort in finding proper counsel and getting it done 
right.” 
This response is an example of a “reality check” technique that was described 
quite commonly by participants. They felt that the user didn’t fully appreciate the 
magnitude and complexity of what they were trying to accomplish. For example, 
Sherri saw this as part of making sure that the user understood the “big picture.” 
So I, I try and give them a big picture as well as answering their specific 
questions, I guess is part of it, because that might encourage them with 
the big picture to go and find an attorney, and we also give them lawyer 
referral sources.   
In many ways, participants using these management techniques were both 
trying to deflect the user and create boundaries for themselves, but also trying to help 
the user by making them aware of the advisability of seeking legal counsel. 
Being indirect. When dealing with institutional limitations, participants found 
it necessary to be indirect in their responses, in order to avoid direct statements that 
would violate the institution’s rules. In other words, users were directed to resources 
that could help them, but in an indirect manner. This approach was one that some 
participants found frustrating. 
Carol:  [With] the divorce question, my first response is relief because 
we have a self service legal center that our Supreme Court and our Chief 
Justice wanted, and so I say, we’re not allowed to say, “Oh yes, the form 
you need is on the web page” even though it is.  We say, “Oh, have you 
checked the self service legal center?  You might want to look at that.” 
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The problem with this approach is that it is necessarily indirect and 
incomplete. This raises ethical issues that also engendered some frustration: 
Phyllis:  I think it's misleading to [let people] think that you’ve taken 
care of their situation because even if they have a form, which is maybe 
one of the correct forms that they need, they may also need four other 
forms to go with it.  Which you know, some of the people are not 
necessarily thinking.   
Institutional limitations had the effect of increasing certainty in one way, by 
dictating a course of action, but at the same time raised ethical conflicts along with 
concerns about the reality of the situation. As such, these efforts did not do much to 
relieve the stresses felt by the participants. 
Management Of Pro Se Uncertainty 
As predicted by uncertainty management theory, participants engaged in 
active attempts to manage the uncertainty of pro se library users. The most common 
form of this was attempts to increase uncertainty on the part of the pro se library 
user. This was generally because the librarian understood the complex and 
changeable nature of legal problems and legal information, and saw that the user had 
latched on to an answer prematurely. Increasing uncertainty was also used to prevent 
the user from getting the impression that the librarian had provided an answer to the 
user’s question. Participants tried to manage the uncertainty of users by challenging 
their certainty, giving choices, forcing decisions back on the user, and being indirect. 
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Challenging Certainty 
One of the most common scenarios in which law librarians would attempt to 
manage user uncertainty was when the user felt that they had found a simple answer 
to their problem. Because this was almost never actually true, the law librarian would 
attempt to hint in various ways that this might not be the case. The trick was to 
accomplish this without making an equally improper statement that the user did not 
have the right answer. 
Jerry:  There are times that you get people who come in who are so 
confident that the avenue that they’re taking is the right one, and for 
whatever reason you know that they’re going to get into trouble with 
this. That you just want to suggest to them—and you may not even 
know that…they’re just locked in on one thing, they’re only focusing on 
one thing—and you really have sense that you don’t want to tell them 
that they’re wrong, because you don’t absolutely know that they are or 
not. That’s the bottom line. You don’t know if they’re wrong or not. You 
may have a sense of it. But you would like to at least see them 
considering other options. Considering other possibilities. 
This desire to make the user explore other possibilities, even when the 
librarian suspected the user was on the right track, came up many times in the data, 
and was a common tactic for increasing uncertainty on the part of users. 
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Giving Users Choices And Forcing Decisions Back On Users 
Participants were often presented with questions from pro se library users that 
demanded a yes or no answer, when such an answer was not really possible or 
feasible. Questions such as whether a given form was the right one, or whether a 
particular court rule was involved, were problematic because they asked for a legal 
conclusion that the librarian was unwilling to give. To counter this without being 
forced to answer the question, participants often put the question back to the patron, 
as this example shows: 
Bill:  They say, “is this the rule I need?” and I can only say “that’s up to 
you. It’s your case. You need to be satisfied.” But they can be very 
insistent, persistent, and they want me to validate it. And I can’t do that. 
“It’s up to you. It’s your case.” 
Another commonly cited technique for managing and increasing user 
uncertainty was to give the user a number of options to choose from. By forcing them 
to make their own choices, participants felt that users would be more likely to “own” 
the decision and not see the librarian as responsible for the answer or the outcome. 
Bill:  I never give them just one source. Like, we have three different 
sets of civil practice forms, so I always point out all three. They want to 
know which is the best and I always say “they’re all good, so look them 
over. You can decide for yourself which you like best.” 
In these interactions the participants can be clearly seen as most concerned 
with managing users’ uncertainty by challenging their perceived certainty, and 
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increasing uncertainty by avoiding a concrete answer, raising other possibilities, and 
refusing to specify among several options. 
Being Indirect 
As a general rule participants feared that any definite statement they made 
about a user’s problem would be seen as advice. Avoiding advice is a central concern 
for law librarians, and so this issue was important to participants. Participants told of 
working very hard to prevent such an occurrence, and so were often very indirect 
when dealing with users. 
Carol:  If you say something to them you don’t know how they’re going 
to take it. They’re going to assume that you are advising them that this 
is the best approach. When any time I do make a suggestion about a 
possible avenue of research I make darn sure that I tell them that I 
don’t know if this is an appropriate avenue for them; they’re going to 
have to figure that out for themselves.  
Being indirect is an interesting ethical situation for librarians, as doing so 
would seem to be in conflict with the desire of librarians to provide as much 
information as possible. In this case, the ethical concerns of becoming overly involved 
in a user’s situation, combined with a fear of liability, outweigh the ethical mandate to 
provide information. Another participant expressed fear about future repercussions if 
they made a direct statement about a user’s situation. 
Bill:  I’m very careful with what I say to them and I know everyone is 
going to agree with this one: No matter what you say to them, 
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somewhere down the road you will have told them that this was the way 
that they should have gone. And it’s your fault that it didn’t work out. 
No matter what you say or how careful you are to phrase it the same 
way all the time, because they would hear what they wanted to hear. 
And it’s not necessarily the same thing that you said. 
In addition to other concerns, being indirect was a way to manage user 
uncertainty by trying to chip away at what was seen as false certainty on the part of 
users. 
Amy:  They come in with a lot of fake certainty. They’re certain of 
something but it may not be the right answer. And in that situation I try 
to, as you said Bill, lay out “here’s the whole book of forms for people 
with different situations. You may want to look at some of those other 
forms.” That kind of thing. So you’re trying to broaden the scope a little 
bit. 
The data was replete with examples of participants actively attempting to 
manage the uncertainties of pro se library users. Based on these results, it seems fair 
to conclude that managing user uncertainty is a major tactic employed in reference 
interactions with pro se library users. 
 
 127 
 
Chapter 5: Discussion 
Uncertainty management theory proved to be a powerful tool for examining 
the environment that law librarians inhabit when assisting pro se library users. The 
experiences of law librarians in appraising and managing uncertainty during these 
interactions confirm the dynamics of uncertainty management theory as described in 
the literature, and provide an illuminating new view of what is happening during 
those interactions. In addition, the particular form of interactions between pro se 
library users and reference librarians point to an interesting gap in the standard 
literature of the reference interview and reference interactions. 
This discussion will be divided into two sections. Section one concerns the use 
of uncertainty management theory as a tool for examining the experiences of law 
librarians as they assist pro se library users, and provides findings related to the five 
research questions.  
Section two covers the implications arising from this study, and is divided into 
two parts. Part one examines the implications of using uncertainty management 
theory as a tool for examining reference interactions. Part two examines implications 
from this study for practice of reference and reference policy, particularly in relation 
to the reference interview, reference accuracy, and the ethics of reference service. The 
findings reveal a significant mismatch between the standard theoretical positions on 
those topics and the realities faced by law librarians when assisting pro se users. 
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Uncertainty Management Theory In The Law Library  
Uncertainty management theory provides a powerful and dynamic theoretical 
construct through which to examine reference interactions between law librarians 
and pro se library users. These reference interactions can be seen as fraught with 
uncertainty, and law librarians are clearly acting constantly to appraise uncertainty 
for its meaning, manage their uncertainty, and manage the uncertainty of pro se 
users. 
Uncertainty management theory proved to be both useful and robust as a tool 
for this analysis. The results of this study show that uncertainty management theory 
applies to a broad range of communication environments including, in this case, the 
law library reference desk. At its most basic, uncertainty management theory 
predicted that participants would use uncertainty management as a tool or resource, 
not just to reduce uncertainty, but to cultivate and maintain it (Brashers, 2001). In 
addition, uncertainty management theory predicted that law librarians would 
appraise such uncertainty for its meaning on an active and ongoing basis (Brashers & 
Hogan, 2008). Finally, it also predicted that librarians would actively seek to manage 
uncertainty for themselves, and also manage it in others (Brashers, 2001).  
The major forms of uncertainty appraisal and management predicted by 
uncertainty management theory were present in the data, and were there in much the 
form they have been found in other research. Uncertainty management theory 
appears to provide a useful lens through with to examine library-related activities, 
and is a viable candidate for use in other library science studies. 
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This section of the discussion will address the findings for each of the research 
questions. The topics covered are: 
• The nature of uncertainty experienced by law librarians when assisting pro se 
users. 
• How law librarians appraise uncertainty for its meaning. 
• The strategies law librarians use to manage uncertainty. 
• The challenges law librarians face in management of their uncertainty. 
• How law librarians manage the uncertainty of pro se library users. 
The Nature Of Uncertainty Experienced By Law Librarians When Assisting 
Pro Se Users 
The law library literature on pro se users is rife with uncertainty issues, 
although they are almost never addressed as such. These include the ongoing 
argument about what does, or doesn’t constitute the practice of law (e.g. Brown, 
1994; Healey, 1998; Mills, 1979; Protti, 1991; Schanck, 1979), strong concerns about 
the behavior of pro se users themselves (e.g. Begg, 1976; Brown 1994), and concerns 
about the appropriateness of having pro se users in the law library (e.g. Kirkwood & 
Watts, 1983; Leone, 1980). 
The data make clear that there are many sources of uncertainty for law 
reference librarians when dealing with pro se library users.  The results indicate that 
sources of uncertainty can be divided into two broad groups: Those created by the pro 
se library users themselves, and those that arise from other sources, including vague 
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or conflicting institutional demands, peer pressure and lack of clear direction from 
the law.  
Among the sources of uncertainty found in the data there were such things as 
identifying pro se library users, a fear of being physically threatened, a concern about 
emotional lability on the part of pro se library users, and uncertainty about the user’s 
mental state, abilities, and literacy levels. Another source of uncertainty  arose from 
the lack of clear guidance as to when legal reference service might constitute legal 
advice, along with the ethical and legal conflicts inherent in limiting services to users, 
on one hand, and providing a service through which a user might actually do damage 
to their own legal interests, on the other. 
Sources of uncertainty arising from pro se users are listed in Table 1, on page 
147. Sources arising from other causes are listed in Table 2, on page 148. 
How Law Librarians Appraise Uncertainty For Its Meaning 
Uncertainty management is situational in nature, and relies on appraising 
uncertainty in order to judge and categorize its significance (Brashers, 2001). 
Appraisal attempts to determine if uncertainty is negative, neutral, or positive in a 
given situation (Brashers & Hogan, 2008). Negative appraisal of uncertainty will 
most often lead to attempts to reduce uncertainty, while positive appraisal will often 
result in intentionally increasing uncertainty (Brashers and Hogan, 2008). The data 
show that law librarians were actively appraising uncertainty when interacting with 
pro se library users. 
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The law library reference desk is an environment in which librarians seek to 
assist pro se library users while dealing with a broad range of uncertainties. These 
include uncertainty about precisely what reference activities might constitute legal 
advice; uncertainty about the identity of users, as pro se or not; about the abilities 
and mental condition of the user; and uncertainty about institutional requirements of 
reference service to pro se library users. 
When looking at an environment like that of the law reference desk, 
uncertainty management theory would predict that law librarians would be 
constantly appraising uncertainty and actively managing it, both in themselves and in 
their users. This study confirms that view.  
The study found that uncertainty was present in law reference interactions in 
many ways, and that law librarians were actively engaged in managing and appraising 
those uncertainties. When dealing with pro se library users, uncertainty was a 
predominant and omnipresent condition, the management of which was a primary 
factor in the shaping and progression of the reference interaction. The results of this 
study identified a number of sources of uncertainty, showed how librarians were 
appraising that uncertainty, and indicated a number of challenges to appraising and 
managing uncertainty. 
Appraisal was an important theme in the data of this study, and played an 
important role in reference interactions with pro se library users. Appraising 
uncertainty was seen in many ways in the data. Participants were actively appraising 
uncertainty when they were trying to gauge the identity of a user. Attempting to 
identify the elusive “line” between legitimate reference help and unauthorized 
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practice of law was another overarching area of appraisal; overarching in the sense 
that it both was a constant issue when dealing with pro se library users, and was a 
subject of professional discussion and debate away from the reference desk. The 
ineffable nature of the line between reference and the practice of law, in addition to 
being a source of uncertainty itself, gave rise to uncertainty about the appropriate 
levels of assistance that can be offered to pro se library users.  
The uncertainty of user identity was appraised negatively, and as predicted, 
librarians sought to either reduce their uncertainty by confirming pro se status, or to 
simply assume pro se status if the actual answer was not clear.  Uncertainty about the 
line between legal advice and reference service was also appraised negatively, but 
could not be appreciably reduced directly because an answer to the issue doesn’t 
appear to exist. Instead, librarians react by creating a “cocoon of certainty” (Brashers, 
2001) in the form of conservative responses, limited services, and stock language. 
Librarians appraised uncertainty positively when they saw it as a way of 
correcting a pro se library user’s mistaken assumptions without directly advising 
them. In this case, a librarian would suggest alternatives or question assumptions in 
an attempt to increase the user’s uncertainty about their decision or conclusion. 
Another interesting finding was that while librarians appraised uncertainty about 
user identity negatively, and wanted to reduce it, they appraised uncertainty about 
the details of the pro se user’s situation positively, and actively tried to maintain their 
uncertainty about those details. This was because the more they know about the 
actual situation of the pro se, the more reasonable it would seem that they were 
giving legal advice. 
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Examples of negative and positive appraisals of uncertainty are listed in Table 
3, on page 149. 
The Strategies Law Librarians Use To Manage Uncertainty 
A prominent feature of the results is the chronic nature of the uncertainty with 
which law librarians work on a day-to-day basis. Chronic uncertainty can be adapted 
to, primarily through a set of management techniques that include accepting the 
uncertainty, redefining tasks to account for the uncertainty, and reducing certain 
uncertainties to certainties through assumptions (Brashers, 2001). All of these 
techniques appeared in the data. 
The work of Brashers, in particular, would also predict that law reference 
librarians would be actively engaged in managing uncertainty, and doing so not just 
by trying to reduce it, but also by at times increasing or maintaining it (Bradac, 2001; 
Brashers et al., 2000). Evidence of uncertainty management was very common in the 
data from this study. 
The only library theorist to have addressed managing uncertainty is Kuhlthau 
(2004) who proposes an uncertainty principle when searching for information. 
Kuhlthau’s work is oriented to describing how library users experience uncertainty. 
As such, it does not address the experience of librarians in managing uncertainty. In 
addition, Kuhlthau approaches uncertainty solely as an unpleasant phenomenon that 
the user seeks to reduce (Kuhlthau, 2004). The results of this study are much more in 
line with Brashers (2001) in showing uncertainty as being managed in a complex and 
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nuanced fashion, and being increased or maintained, as well as reduced. As such, I 
found little use for Kuhthau’s work in analyzing the results. 
As a first step, librarians would act to gauge identity so the pro se library users 
could be identified and treated as such. Being able to manage the uncertainty of user 
identity was a prominent theme in the data. Management of uncertainty about 
identity took a number of forms, from seeking information to reduce uncertainty to 
assuming that any particular user is pro se, and treating everyone accordingly. 
Collaborative management was also evident, as librarians sought group consensus on 
appropriate actions or responses, and relied on workplace policies and other 
standards to set limits on services. 
Within the reference interactions themselves, reference librarians used a 
number of techniques to manage uncertainty. One technique that was common in the 
data was the use of stock phrases when responding to user questions and requests. 
Another was strictly managing, and limiting, the amount of time they would spend 
with users, as well as controlling physical space and contact. Finally, it was common 
that the participants would mention maintaining personal and professional distance 
from users, particularly those pro se library users who were regular users of the law 
library. All of these techniques were used to manage uncertainty, either by reducing 
uncertainty in the interaction (e.g. by only using “safe” phrases and responses) or by 
limiting the librarian’s involvement with the user’s situation. 
Examples of management techniques that appeared in the data are listed in 
Table 4, on page 150. 
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The Challenges Law Librarians Face In Management Of Uncertainty 
Attempts to manage uncertainty can be met with challenges that interfere with 
management, or force a reappraisal of the uncertainty (Brashers & Hogan, 2008). 
The data of this study showed a number of challenges present when librarians 
attempted to manage uncertainty. Discerning the appropriate amount of service to 
provide was one challenge, as ethical and service imperatives sometimes clashed 
directly with institutional rules and the need to protect against giving legal advice. 
Participants clearly felt challenged by pushy or demanding users, who were asking 
that the librarian go beyond the level of service she felt she could provide, and 
institutional limits that often demanded that services be restricted to a level below 
that which the librarian felt was appropriate. 
Law librarians who assist pro se library users clearly find themselves dealing 
with ambiguous roles as they deal with users who may require the intervention of 
other services or groups. They also have to deal with the assumption on the part of 
pro se users that librarians are attorneys or legal experts who can give them advice on 
how to proceed. 
Another phenomenon that was mentioned in several of the groups was  
compassion fatigue, where the extreme needs of pro se library users caused librarians 
to stop caring about the quality of the service they were providing. While group 
members responded to this idea, there is some question as to whether what they were 
describing is really compassion fatigue per se. In fact, compassion fatigue, which has 
not been studied in library workers, has been defined as arising out of witnessing 
trauma in others, and has also been referred to as secondary traumatic stress 
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(Huggard, 2003). This would appear to be something different from reacting 
negatively to uncertainty and pressures in the law library work environment. 
Although participants used the term compassion fatigue to express what they 
were feeling, what they described comes closer to being a form of burnout. Burnout 
has been studied in library contexts. In libraries, it has been noted that burnout, 
which can be defined as a form of exhaustion and disengagement arising from 
excessive pressures in the workplace (Nelson, 1987), is particularly an issue in 
environments where role ambiguity and role conflict were present (Birch, 1986). This 
would certainly be true for law librarians assisting pro se users. Several well 
structured studies have found significant burnout among academic librarians 
(Affleck, 1996; Sheesley, 2001; Birch, 1986).  
Nelson’s (1987) study of burnout in law librarians found levels of emotional 
exhaustion and depersonalization of a similar level as those experienced by an 
aggregate group of police officers, nurses, teachers, counselors, social workers, 
probations officers, mental health workers, physicians, psychologists, psychiatrists, 
and attorneys. Nelson interpreted the data as indicating that burnout was no worse 
among law librarians than among the other studied groups, but that job satisfaction 
was no better (Nelson, 1987). The present study indicates that burnout is present, and 
is an issue for law librarians, and as such the effect of emotional exhaustion and 
depersonalization function as a challenge to managing uncertainty. 
Examples of challenges to managing uncertainty are listed in Table 5, on page 
151. 
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How Law Librarians Manage The Uncertainty Of Pro Se Library Users 
Uncertainty management techniques can be adapted to shape or influence the 
uncertainties of others (Brashers, 2001). This concept is well supported in the data. 
Attempts by law librarians to manage the uncertainties of pro se users were focused 
on two broad goals. The first was to reduce expectations that the user was receiving 
legal advice. The second was to redirect a user from a wrong conclusion or idea, 
without directly saying so. Participants were particularly concerned with challenging 
excessive certainty on the part of pro se library users. They would do this in a variety 
of ways, including being indirect, and raising possible choices that the pro se library 
user had not considered. In addition, when a question asked that the librarian resolve 
some uncertainty held by the user, they would carefully force decisions back on to the 
user. 
In many ways, the very common action of refusing to answer a question, 
although primarily intended to avoid liability, can be seen as uncertainty 
management. By refusing to provide an answer, the librarian also avoids reducing the 
user’s uncertainty.  
Techniques for managing the uncertainty of pro se users are listed in Table 6, 
on page 152. 
Implications Of This Study 
The results of this study have a number of implications. One set of 
implications has to do with the recognition of uncertainty as a dynamic in reference 
interactions, and the potential that the study of such uncertainty has for better 
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understanding and improving reference practice. The other set of implications relate 
to standard reference theory, particularly concerning the reference interview, and the 
apparent mismatch between standard theory and the realities experienced by 
librarians assisting pro se library users. 
Uncertainty Management Theory 
Because uncertainty has never been studied in the context of law reference 
interactions, the literature has been silent on the issue. Indeed, it should be noted 
that uncertainty management theory, as promoted and studied by Brashers and 
others, has only been studied in health care contexts, and really only from a patient 
perspective. 
This is the first study that has studied uncertainty management theory in the 
context of service professionals of any kind. The fact that the law reference 
environment proved to be such a rich source of uncertainty management dynamics 
implies that uncertainty management theory could have much broader uses and 
contexts that previously thought. Indeed, within the law library reference context 
alone, uncertainty management theory can provide an entirely new approach to the 
reference interaction and its dynamics. Given the strong results it looks likely that 
uncertainty management theory could be used to study interaction dynamics of a 
broad array of service professionals, including, in particular, reference interactions 
involving medical, public, academic and special librarians. 
This study clearly shows that uncertainty is a major dynamic at work in 
reference interactions involving pro se library users. As such it is important to bring 
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this issue forward, and explore the implications of uncertainty, and uncertainty 
management, for law reference practice. 
As a first step, reference practice, and reference instruction, can only be 
strengthened by acknowledging and foregrounding the inherent uncertainties present 
in reference interactions involving pro se library users. Doing so will prevent law 
librarians from feeling isolated and unsure about their uncertainty, and allow 
planning and practice to take uncertainty into account as part of the law reference 
landscape. 
Recognition of uncertainty can also allow us to qualify, and perhaps quantify, 
the emotional forces that come into play when managing uncertainty. This could have 
implications for such diverse things as reference librarian satisfaction and burnout, 
scheduling of reference shifts, design and construction of reference service areas, 
library security, and various policy considerations. Law librarians could also benefit 
from some form of “training for uncertainty” in which the nature of uncertainty in 
reference interactions is acknowledged and explored, and if possible, management 
techniques taught. 
Finally, verification and subsequent quantification of uncertainty as a factor in 
law reference interactions could serve as an impetus to pressure relevant policy and 
lawmaking bodies to resolve or clarify some of the issues contributing to uncertainty. 
For instance, by acknowledging and verifying the stressful and uncertain nature of 
legal reference practice, state bar associations and legislatures could be pressured to 
define what aspects of reference interactions cross the line into unauthorized 
practice, and what activities can safely be considered only reference services. 
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Similarly, policy makers at the local, state, and national levels could use information 
about uncertainty in reference interactions to create and clarify policies on reference 
service. 
Another implication of this study is that uncertainty management theory may 
have an important role to play in studying reference interactions in general, and 
perhaps other areas of librarianship. Uncertainty has never been studied as a 
dynamic that is actively being managed by librarians. By extrapolating the results 
here, there are a number of implications that are immediately apparent, at least as 
questions that merit study: 
• To what extent do reference librarians in areas other than law fear liability? 
One would assume that medical and health librarians who deal with the 
public would have such concerns, but there may be others as well. To the 
extent that some do, do they mange uncertainty in the same way? What 
could the study of uncertainty management in their context add to our 
knowledge of reference theory and practice?  
• Is uncertainty management a dynamic in routine reference interactions at 
general reference desks? If so, what role does it play? What can we learn 
about how reference librarians practice from the study of uncertainty? 
• What about uncertainty management by library users? Could we expand on 
the work of Kuhlthau, and others, to achieve a more nuanced view of how 
users manage their uncertainty as they seek and use information? 
There are certainly other questions that could be raised as well. The larger 
point here is that uncertainty management theory, as a robust communication theory, 
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has been shown to be a useful analytical tool in at least one library situation, to wit: 
The law reference desk, and could be further applied to other areas of the library and 
other types of libraries. This analysis has not been done. 
Reference Theory And Pro Se Reference Interactions 
When looking at the nature of interactions between pro se library users and 
law reference librarians, it becomes clear that the standard library science approach 
to reference interviews and reference interactions neither describes nor explains what 
is going on. Indeed, because of the need to avoid legal advice, and its attendant 
possibility of liability, reference interactions with pro se users would appear to take 
the standard reference librarian-library user relationship and stand it on its head. 
Rather than seeking to serve the user fully and completely, law reference librarians 
often try to limit services to pro se users to the bare minimum. Rather than provide a 
clear comprehensive answer to a question, law reference librarians specifically try to 
avoid actually answering a question or pointing the pro se user to a conclusion. This 
intentional limitation of service is a clear and prominent theme in the law library 
literature (e.g. Brown, 1994; Kirkwood & Watts, 1983; Mills, 1979; Schanck, 1979). 
With this being so manifestly the case, it is worth looking at standard reference 
theory to determine where it no longer fits, and perhaps how it could be extended to 
better account for this kind of reference interaction. One major idea that is 
challenged by the realities of pro se reference interactions is that of reference 
accuracy. As we have seen, law reference librarians have strong motivations not to 
provide a clear, accurate answer, even when one is possible. In fact, some of the law 
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library literature even recommends refusing to answer what are otherwise legitimate 
reference requests (Kirkwood & Watts, 1983). In addition, most legal reference 
questions are not of the simple ready-reference kind that is amenable to accuracy 
measurement (Hagle, 1992), and the schism between pleasing the user and providing 
the “right” answer can be very broad indeed (Isaacson, 2004). 
There are two broad themes at work that reduce the viability of the concept of 
reference accuracy for this kind of interaction. First, there is the risk that a straight 
answer could be considered legal advice. Second, the procedural nature of law and 
legal actions means that any discrete reference question is actually part of a long 
chain of procedural and tactical actions, and the “accurate” answer is dependent on a 
string of unknown or contingent variables or conditions.  
Another area under challenge is the concept of the reference interview. Once 
again, the data point to law reference librarians actively avoiding a full reference 
interview in order to limit service and avoid giving the impression that they are 
providing legal advice. This is in direct conflict with librarians’ training, and actually 
presents an ethical dilemma for law librarians. 
These two themes point to an interesting area for exploration of reference 
theory: That of recognizing a potential “self-protection” exception to the standard 
approach to reference interactions. The question is, is there an ethical and practical 
point at which reference librarians can limit responses or refuse to answer questions 
based on a perceived direct threat to themselves in the form of liability? Ethical 
obligations for reference librarians are well discussed in the literature (see e.g., 
Bunge, 1991; Hauptmann, 1976; Lenker, 2008), but these all discuss the ethical 
 143 
 
obligations of providing information that library users might use to harm themselves 
or others. Though that issue arises here in the context of pro se users harming 
themselves legally, the real question is what ethical obligations exist to provide 
information that might lead directly to the librarian’s own harm. On this, the library 
literature is silent, although it seems unlikely that anyone would demand that 
reference librarians leap lemming-like off the cliff of personal liability in order to 
serve library users. 
In this particular situation, law librarians, as trained librarians, find 
themselves acting in conflict with library ethics that dictate full and complete 
reference service. A self protection exception to this ethical mandate would not only 
soothe the conscience of any librarian who felt the need to limit services based on risk 
of personal liability, but would serve as a framework for more exhaustive research, 
discussion, and policy making on this difficult topic. 
Once again, if uncertainty management were to be studied in a broader array 
of reference interactions, we could well find that uncertainty management is  broad 
based dynamic in reference interactions of all kinds. If so, this could have 
implications for how librarians approach the reference interview. 
Limitations And Further Study 
Like any study, this one has both strengths and limitations. The chief 
limitations of this study relate to its exploratory nature, and small sample size. 
Exploratory studies are an important aspect of qualitative research, but are limited in 
their ability to provide comprehensive answers (Babbie, 2001). For this reason, this 
 144 
 
study cannot claim to have exhaustively explored the role of uncertainty in law 
reference interactions. That said, exploratory studies are an essential tool in 
qualitative research, allowing for new insights (Babbie, 2001) and providing a flexible 
approach to examining qualitative data (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000). 
The small sample size also is a significant limitation of the study. This, 
combined with the essentially self-selected nature of the participants, creates the risk 
that the perceptions of the participants about this topic, in spite of being fairly 
uniform across the focus groups, do not accurately reflect the dominant perceptions 
present in the population of law librarians as a whole. The self-selection of 
participants and small sample size also makes it impossible to account for and 
correlate variables that could affect the data. These include the effect of education, 
experience, type of library, and geographic factors. 
A final limitation of this study is inherent in any study design involving focus 
groups. The guided nature of the discussion required participants to discuss this topic 
only, and to approach it within the rubric of the questions presented by the 
moderator. A more free-form or less guided discussion might have led to different 
data, or the revelation of related topics that were relevant but were not part of the 
study design. 
Clearly one of the major strengths of this study is the consistency of the results 
across all of the focus groups. Even in such diverse areas as emotional responses to 
pro se library users or responses to institutional requirements, participant responses 
were remarkably uniform. This consistency increases our confidence that the data 
point to actual phenomena and are not simply representative of a fluke. This 
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consistency, combined with the high level of engagement with the topic evidenced in 
each of the focus groups, reinforces the idea that uncertainty is a very real 
phenomenon in these reference interactions, and ripe for further study. 
A first step might be to take a much broader look at law reference interactions 
in order to quantify the results found here, and on the basis generalize them with 
confidence. Having done that, it would be warranted to look at other forms of 
reference interactions, and to begin to re-examine concepts like the reference 
interview and reference accuracy in the light of uncertainty management as a 
communication dynamic within reference interactions. 
Future research is warranted. Uncertainty sources in legal reference 
interactions with pro se library users need to be explored and relevant factors 
identified, so that appropriate training, policy, and legal solutions can be explored. A 
possible first step would be to create a survey for broad dissemination based on the 
data in this study, which would quantify and confirm on a large scale the results 
presented here. Those results could then serve as the basis for further research and as 
guidance for the development of training, policies, and legal solutions to the issues 
raised.  
Conclusion 
Law librarians who deal with pro se library users at the reference desk can be 
seen as dealing with many forms of uncertainty both within themselves and in the 
people they are assisting. Uncertainty can be seen as a dominant characteristic of 
reference interactions between pro se library users and reference librarians. Law 
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librarians clearly also see this as a source of discomfort and stress. The perceptions of 
pro se library users expressed in the focus groups appeared to mirror those found in 
the library literature. Although the literature does not address the issue in terms of 
uncertainty, uncertainty is clearly a major factor in the dealings between law 
reference librarians and pro se library users. Uncertainty management theory casts a 
light on these interactions that helps explain the actual dynamics taking place at the 
law reference desk. As such, further exploration and application of uncertainty 
management theory could lead to new ways of conceptualizing and practicing law 
library reference interactions with pro se library users.  
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Tables 
 
Table 1: User-Related Sources Of Uncertainty  
Source Examples 
     a. Identifying pro se users • Can’t always ask 
• Can be confused with attorneys 
• Dress doesn’t always indicate 
• Unclear motivation for 
questions 
     b. User expectations • Users want legal advice or 
representation 
• Users expect a basic form or 
simple explanation 
• Users expect guidance and 
explanations 
• Users don’t understand role of 
librarian 
     c. User understanding of issues or 
process 
• Difficulty 
• Procedures and requirements 
• Risks 
• Tactics and strategy 
• Rights or interests at stake 
     d. Mental condition of users • Mental illness 
• Intellectual limitations 
• Lack of education 
• Illiteracy 
• Frustration from treatment by 
others/other agencies 
• Emotional lability  
     e. Physical threat • Invasion of personal space 
• Little protection in reference 
desk/reference area 
• Concerns about weapons 
• Emotional instability and 
explosiveness 
• Acting out and yelling 
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Table 2: Librarian And Institutional Sources Of Uncertainty 
Source Examples 
     a. Ambiguous role of law librarians • Dealing with people in 
crisis/filling in for other 
agencies 
• Being mistaken for attorney or 
subject expert 
• Misunderstanding of credentials 
• Need to intervene in crime, child 
abuse, social welfare issues, etc. 
    b. Librarian has insufficient legal 
information 
• Librarian “stumped” by pro se 
question 
• Not aware of current legal 
developments/issues 
• Unsure of appropriate source for 
user 
     c. Public and institutional policies • Unsure of what constitutes legal 
advice and what does not 
• Unsure of/don’t understand 
institution’s policies about pro 
se users 
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Table 3: Appraisal Of Uncertainty 
Appraisal Examples 
1. Negative Appraisal • Gauging identity 
• Avoiding legal advice—“the line” 
• Mental condition of user 
• Physical threat 
2. Positive appraisal • Avoid details of user situation 
• Avoid suggesting specific resources 
or courses of action 
• Refuse to answer direct questions 
with direct answer 
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Table 4: Management Of Librarian's Own Uncertainty  
Management technique Examples 
1. Seeking information about the user • Casual questioning/remarks about 
reason for seeking information 
• Casual questioning about literacy 
level 
• Casual questioning about working 
with legal materials 
• Assume that user is pro se 
• Assume need for conservative 
approach 
2. Explaining limits • Refusing to provide legal advice 
• Lists of prohibited questions or 
actions 
• Disclaiming lawyer role 
3. Limiting service • No full reference interview 
• Refuse to answer certain questions, 
do certain things 
• No follow up with user 
4. Stock phrases • Consensus on “safe” language 
• Forestall arguments by sticking to 
stock language 
• Create and enforce boundaries 
• Comply with institutional policies 
5. Control of time • Limit service 
• Avoid over-involvement 
• Help communicate complexity of 
pro se user’s task 
6. Maintaining distance • Limit seeking of information about 
pro se, after seeking identity 
• Create boundaries to relationship 
• No follow up with user 
• Maintain physical distance 
• Simple, short answers to questions 
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Table 5:  Challenges To Managing Uncertainty 
Challenge Examples 
1. Pressures from pro se users Expectations of service 
Expectations created by other agencies 
Arguing about legal advice 
Crossing boundaries 
2. Institutional and other challenges Limitations imposed by 
institution/others 
Users with attorneys 
Expectations of other librarians 
3. Compassion fatigue Burnout 
Lack of patience/understanding 
Poor service 
Managing challenges Limiting service 
Management of physical environment 
(standing, moving, using barriers) 
Being firm 
Referrals 
Being indirect 
 152 
 
Table 6: Management Of Uncertainty Of Pro Se Users By Librarians 
Management technique Examples 
1. Challenging certainty • “Reality check” about complexity 
of task or question 
• Indirect hints or questions about 
pro se conclusion or idea 
2. Giving user choices • Propose alternative materials or 
forms 
• When asked for advice, force 
decision back on user 
• Indirect hints or directions that 
raise questions 
3. Being indirect • No simple, direct answers 
• Avoid advice or judgment 
• Avoid explaining procedure 
• Refer user to materials rather 
than providing an answer 
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Appendix A: Focus Group Question Guide 
 
Focus Group Question Guide 
 
The following questions will be asked as appropriate. Respondents will be 
encouraged to discuss their experiences during particular reference interactions and 
may choose to discuss two or more interactions at once or compare and contrast 
interactions. 
 
1. Think of a time that a pro-se patron has asked a question at the 
reference desk. Describe the interaction. 
 
2. What was the question about? What do you think they were looking for? 
 
3. What was it like to help that person? 
 
4. Were there moments when you felt unsure what to do? Describe those 
moments and what it was that made you unsure. 
 
5. Were there moments in the interaction that made you feel 
uncomfortable? Describe those moments and what it was that made you 
uncomfortable. Was there anything about the person asking the question that made 
you uncomfortable? Was there anything about the query that made you 
uncomfortable? 
 
6. Do you feel that the client understood what it was that they were 
looking for? If not, what was the source of their confusion? How did you try to help 
them to understand their question? 
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7. Do you feel any part of the interaction was asking you to give legal 
advice? What aspect of the interaction made you feel that way? How did you respond 
to it to the client? How did you feel about it? 
 
8. Do you feel that you were prevented giving a full and complete answer 
to the question? What prevented you and why? Were there legal or ethical concerns 
that prevented you from giving a full answer? 
 
9. Do you feel that at the end of the interaction the client had the 
information they needed? Why or why not? 
 
10. If you were able to do the same interaction again would you approach it 
the same way? Is there anything you would do differently? 
 
11. Looking over your experiences with self represented-litigants during the 
time you’ve worked in this library are there concerns that you have about your 
interactions with them? Are there issues that are hard to deal with that come up 
repeatedly? 
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